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Pawns of Fate
Captain Shaena knew a damned situation when she saw one.
She had been trained by the best swords of the province of Oren-yaro, in the river lands of the Kingdom of Jin-Sayeng. A woman who cut her teeth on steel even before she had her first blood. The Oren-yaro prided themselves on producing the best warriors not out of a sense of pride, but duty. They had to be. The old men and women who mentored her had lived through the worst of Dragonlord Reshiro’s reign, filling her young head with the horrors of the sacking of Jin-Sayeng’s cities and the civil wars that started it all. Peace is not the natural state of things, they told her. Peace is a concept that must be preserved, fought for, at all costs; it is the reward for a vigil well-kept, a vow that must be renewed each sunrise, else it is lost to the whims of the ignorant and the greedy. The irony that to maintain peace, one must always be on the edge of waging war, has never been lost on her. It was a fine line, one which seemed to perpetually confuse her superiors.
But the time of wondering over old philosophies was over. She was a soldier now, paid to fight, not to think. She couldn’t help but swear at the soldier who brought her the unexpected message, right at the cusp of preparing a castle for an attack from her warlord’s enemies. Sweat dripped down from under her helmet, down her already-damp hair and forehead to land softly on her chin. She wiped it away.
“Repeat yourself,” she said, just in case he wasn’t paying attention. Too many people, in her experience, would rather hear themselves talk than listen to anything a woman—even a woman in her position—had to say.
“You are being asked to surrender the castle to the invading army,” the messenger replied, so slowly, she knew he was just patronizing her.
Two could play at that game. “And Warlord Yeshin said this. You’re sure.” She made a fist, just in case the messenger didn’t quite catch how infuriated she was over the news.
He seemed unfazed by the thinly veiled threat. “Lord General Kassho’s son, Lord Tashigo, is on his way as we speak,” the messenger continued. “He will explain everything—including how important it is that you don’t disobey orders. Captain Shaena, I hope you don’t make trouble. I’m told that—”
She pushed him out of the way and kicked the door open. Her soldiers scattered. She bent down to pick up a sword on the floor and swung it expertly in the air, before placing it over her shoulder. She could see more of her soldiers parting in the distance. A young man in golden armour was striding through them with the gait of someone who clearly hadn’t built up the muscle for it. Already, he looked exhausted. Unless he was left-handed, his sword was hanging from the wrong side of his belt, which was tied so crookedly, Shaena doubted he knew how to draw the damn blade if it came to that. It was a common sight amongst lords’ sons, especially those raised by doting mistresses—all pomp and no substance.
“Captain Shaena aron dar Tasho,” he greeted with the cocky smile of someone who expected her to know who he was. She had never seen him before, but that was introduction enough by itself.
“Lord General Kassho’s son, I assume,” she replied coolly. Lord General Kassho’s bastard, she thought, but wisely kept it to herself. Nobody appreciated being reminded of such facts, least of all a man who fancied himself a royal.
The young man made a sweeping bow, one that was clearly meant to intimidate her more than honour her. She bristled.
“Why did you come?” she asked. “You know this castle will be under siege in a few hours. Surely your father knows better than to risk your sorry head.”
“Oh, he doesn’t know I’m here,” Tashigo said with a small grin. “But I thought it best to have an in-between once Lord Ahiga arrives. After all, he might be insulted if he’s met by an aron dar. A lesser royal is not fit to welcome a direct cousin of the Dragonlord.”
Shaena crossed her arms. “Lord Ahiga is a direct cousin of the regent, not the king. And I don’t understand. Why am I supposed to surrender to the son of a bitch? I’ve been sent to this castle to protect it. This is the edge of our borders. These are our lands. It is our duty to protect what is ours and to protect our people.”
Tashigo glanced at his fingers, bored with her heartfelt concerns. He wasn’t the first royal she had spoken with, but he may just very well be the most obnoxious.
“You don’t honestly believe that prattle, do you?” he asked, one eye on her. The other was on the soldier behind her. Tashigo looked nervous, despite his arrogance.
“My lord,” she repeated. “I know my duties very well. I seem to recall being sent here with the explicit reminder that I carry them out. We know the Ikessars didn’t come to parley. Why else would they ride out here, a hundred strong?”
“The Ikessars barely have an army. They couldn’t spare a hundred men if they tried.”
“They’ve been preparing for this for years. Ever since the Dragonlord returned from his travels like a whipped whelp, his clan has been waiting for the opportunity to cause trouble. They didn’t come here to talk, and I don’t understand why you’re now telling me I have to kneel before the bastards like they were my masters.”
“You wouldn’t kneel for yours?” Tashigo asked. “This is Lord General Kassho’s orders. Warlord Yeshin himself signed it. Do you question higher command?”
She questioned what made him think she had to defer to him. Even his brother, the heir, wouldn’t have authority over her; a bastard had less. It was taking all her patience not to hook his knee with her sword and make him kiss the ground. “Your messenger said these orders came directly from Warlord Yeshin himself.”
Tashigo smiled at her. “Details, details.”
“Of course not,” she said under her breath. “You’re here to make yourself look good and hopefully make a name so your father would notice you. The broker of peace between the Ikessars and the Orenars, a feat worthy enough to be written in history books.”
“Won’t that just be the loveliest thing?” Tashigo asked in the voice of someone who actually believed he was worthy of such an honour. He clapped his hands and pointed at the soldiers. “Start preparing a feast. Get wine and meat—they’ve been travelling for hours and will look forward to refreshments. This will be a moment in history, dear captain—be a dear and leave if you’re just going to stand there and glower the whole time.”
“I do not intend to glower, my Lord Orenar,” Shaena said. “But I will not leave my post until I deem it necessary.”
“If it pleases you,” he replied flatly. “Stubborn bitch.”
“If you just came here to insult me, perhaps you should leave. This castle is still under my command.”
“Not if I have any say to the matter.”
“What does a bastard know of anything?”
He slapped her. The blow barely stung. Almost calmly, Shaena removed her helmet and then with a force that seemed to ball up within her gut, struck him with it in return. He fell to the ground like a little boy, whimpering. A trickle of blood dripped down his lips. She lifted the helmet again, and he cringed before she could even do anything else.
“You pathetic, little man—” She laughed. It was absurd. His cheeks burned red.
“Warlord Yeshin and I share blood,” Tashigo said under his breath. “You have no right to treat me this way.”
“Your blood doesn’t make you lord and master over everyone,” she deftly replied. “Especially someone like me.”
A horn sounded from the wall. Tashigo beamed brightly, his mood suddenly lifted. He got up and smoothed out his silk shirt from inside his armour, as if anyone would actually care to notice if it was slightly unruffled, and tried to regain his composure.
“That must be them,” he said. “Tell the guards to lower the gates. Quickly, now. Remember, this is Warlord Yeshin’s orders. If you disobey, it will be the gallows for you. You know how the warlord treats insubordination.” It was as if the last few seconds hadn’t happened at all.
Shaena stared at him before glancing at her soldiers, all of whom stood near the walls with sharpened swords and spears ready. Deep inside her heart, she remembered she had been taught to serve the people, not the whims of one man. Warlord Yeshin’s orders weren’t benign. To surrender the castle wasn’t a small thing. Would the invading army kill them anyway? If someone were to be blamed, who would take the fall?
“If the warlord meant for us to surrender the castle, why didn’t he just tell them?” She dropped her helmet to the ground. She hated the sound it made: the clink of metal, the same sound that filled her world night and day. But she knew nothing else. If she hadn’t become a soldier, she would have married and died in childbirth like all her sisters.
Tashigo blinked.
“You rode here from Oren-yaro,” she said. “Oren-yaro is at least two hours’ ride farther than Lord Ahiga’s camp. You could have gone straight to the enemy first and saved them the trouble of preparing for this siege. Why did you come here instead?”
“Why, it’s because—”
Above the walls, the soldiers screamed.
“They’re here!” someone yelled before an arrow took him right in the eye. He crashed from the wall onto the ground in a splatter of skull and brain.
“If the warlord wanted us to surrender, why would he risk us? Why wouldn’t this information reach our enemies first?” Shaena grabbed Tashigo by the shirt. “Answer me!”
“I don’t know,” he stammered. “I overheard them giving out the orders and thought I would run out here to get things ready for Lord Ahiga.”
“So you could show off and make yourself seem more important to the enemy than you really are. Useless git.” She pushed him away, drew her sword, and started running for the main gates. The idiot had already cost her precious minutes she could have spent on the walls with her men.
“I don’t understand what’s happening,” Tashigo called behind her.
“The enemy has no idea we’ve been ordered to surrender,” Shaena snapped. “As far as they’re concerned, everything is as it should be. Our orders were only meant to soften the blow—to make things easier for our enemies when they come for our heads. Your betters have fed this castle to the wolves.”
Tashigo’s face grew white. “What? But why?”
“Who knows why?” Shaena asked. “Their politics have never concerned us.”
By the time she got to the gates, the battering ram had already gone through and there were enemy soldiers hacking through the opening to make it big enough to fit through. She grabbed a spear from a soldier and made her way through to where the scent of blood was the thickest and the screams were the loudest. Shaena had served the army for years and the men knew she feared nothing; the sight of their captain spurred them into fighting harder. She was right beside them as the gate finally splintered inwards and the enemy charged from the narrow opening.
Her spear struck the first soldier straight in the throat. She kicked the body as she pulled it out and stabbed into another soldier’s direction, this time catching him in the breastplate. The tip skidded past the plate—she stepped backward and flung the spear higher, impaling the man right in the eye. This time, she couldn’t pull away—the spear was imbedded too deep into the writhing body. She spun to the side, drawing her sword and preparing to dive deeper into the fray.
She heard screaming from on top.
“The ladders!” her soldiers called. “Push the ladders back!”
Shaena tore herself away from the battle to dash up the steps to the walls.
“There’s more than we thought there would be, Captain!” a soldier gasped. “At least a thousand! The scouts have been feeding us false reports! They lied to us! They lied to all of us!”
Shaena could barely put everything together—too many arrows were whizzing past her head. If they knew how many they would have been dealing with, they would have retreated weeks ago. Warlord Yeshin wanted them here like this, without a choice, down to the last soldier. Drawing swords when they had no chance of winning, their last breaths as insignificant as wooden markers on a war board.
“Fight,” she whispered, scarcely believing what was happening. It was as if she was talking to herself now, not her men. “Fight, damn you. Fight!”
“For what?” her soldier cried.
All she knew was the warlord she served had offered their heads to his enemy on a silver plate. Hers was supposed to be the simplest job of them all. Fight, protect, die. For what? her mind screamed, echoing her soldier’s thoughts. Did her life come down to nothing but this in the end? Fate seemed to have decreed that she live and die simply at the whims of the wolves who ruled those lands. She found herself glancing around for Tashigo. They’ve doomed us for their own entertainment, she wanted to tell him. This is nothing but a game to your lords. But the bastard was nowhere to be found.
An arrow struck her in the chest, breaking through the armour. She snapped it in half just as a second impaled itself through her skull.
She died on the wall, only the fifth to fall that day. History knew she wouldn’t be the last.




Anira




Chapter One
Anira used to be afraid her father would ride into the sunset and never return. At night, she would lie awake for hours, wondering if tomorrow the summons from the warlord would come and her father would have no choice but to don rusty armour, mount his horse, and join a war that would kill him. Nightmares of every shape and colour would fill her sleep like poison dripping into a wine chalice. They began with her father himself, looking back at her with eyes flecked with gold as he adjusted the sword at his waist and told her with no words what it is a soldier must do for his liege. Duty was not a choice, sacrifice not a luxury, and you answer the call even if it is the last thing on earth you want to do. And no matter what conversation they would share, no matter how much she begged him to stay, they ended with images of a little girl chasing the old soldier’s figure on the horizon, her feet bare and bleeding in the dust.
But the worries went with the passage of time. Her father grew too old to lift a sword, and she grew up. Now she feared for him over the smallest things. That he would forget the herbal teas he needed to maintain his health, or trip on the doorway and crack his head on the floor before someone could find him. Or that he would one day look at her face with the deep concern of a stranger, and nothing more. Lines on his forehead, confusion in his eyes while he croaked out in a shaky voice, “Young woman, why are you sad? How can I help? Who are you?”
“Young woman,” Heral said, breaking into her thoughts.
Anira held her breath and watched him glide to the door as swift as the tortoises they raced by the riverbank when they were kids. One foot forward, shaking, followed by a sigh. The other while leaning on his cane, hands fidgeting over the sculpted handle, shaped like a horse’s head. She’d gotten it for him from a travelling salesman with a whole basket of goods from Oren-yaro, thinking he would like how it was the same colour as his steed Stormchaser—a deep, dark brown without a single strand of white hair. These days, she spoiled him about as much as he did her when she was little. She would give anything to have those days back.
She took his arm so she could guide him past the threshold. He might still someday fall over it, but not on her watch. He patted her hand, recognition in his expression. Relief flooded her. Someday, he would grow senile, but not today. Today, he was still whole.
“You know I’m not that young anymore, Papa,” she said as they made their way to the garden, which overlooked the rice fields. Their whole farm was on a hilltop. They were royals in name, landowner of a small homestead; the position was meant to be symbolic. Privately, Anira thought it was a bit excessive—it certainly separated them from the other houses too much. But at least nothing that went in the farms could go unnoticed.
“Not young? Then surely you’re old enough to marry,” Heral teased. “Spit it out then, young—no…elderly lady. Does he have a name?”
“Papa—”
“That young man, old Shan’s son. He’s at your beck and call so often these days. He seems like a fine fellow. Wavy hair, tanned, well-toned—”
“Papa!”
He laughed, his eyes wrinkling. “Don’t think I don’t notice how your hands are always all over each—”
“I swear to the gods, old man, I’m going to poison your porridge if you don’t stop. Galtan is a good man, and reliable around the farm. I guess he’s fine.”
“What’s the matter? He’s not dashing enough?” He laughed. “They always did say the youngest tend to be the pickiest…and the prickliest…ones.”
She rolled her eyes. “You’re goading me. I’m not going to fall for it. I have better things to do.”
“Me, goad you? Why I never—” Heral coughed, pretending to look away. “But really, my love. You don’t fancy settling down soon?” He gestured at the farmlands with his cane. “Surely this can’t be all there is for you. I don’t know anyone who grew up in these hills to want to stay in these hills forever—especially not one as hot-headed as you.”
“And marrying will get me out, you think?”
“Well,” her father said with a soft grin, “it’ll get you out of our hair. I assume—as one does when he looks at the daughter who once set the family farmhouse on fire—that a man can’t get you to stay in one place for too long.”
“I didn’t set it on fire, Papa. I just nearly did.” Anira shrugged. “Anyway, someone has to take care of you and Mama.”
“Your sisters promised to send servants up here,” Heral said, sitting down on a bench so slowly, Anira could hear his back creak at the effort. He struck the dirt with the cane several times, as if planting himself on the spot. Once his rump was settled, he let out a soft sigh.
“If they can spare them, is what they said.” Anira crossed her arms. “Lunia has her hands full with the girls and then Orra…the day Orra ever gave up anything she could use herself—that will be the day! I’ll eat your boots that day, Papa. The ones you used to wear when you went hunting.”
“Your sisters are good women, my dear,” Heral said. “Be patient with them. It’s difficult running a household in this day and age.”
“They didn’t give up their responsibilities to this family when they went off to make their own,” Anira said. “Duty, clan…they’re Oren-yaro. They knew better than to leave their parents and youngest sister to take care of our ancestral home all by themselves, yet they did it anyway. Their fine husbands couldn’t spare a relative or two? Maybe coin? Orra’s man is from noble stock, too!”
“And struggling as we are, with farms that make only enough to feed everyone and no more,” Heral reminded her. “Sometimes we can only survive what’s in front of us.”
“You and Mama raised us healthy and well,” Anira said, exasperated. “You deserve more than an empty house falling to pieces. If I could go to the city and do something, find work that pays better…”
“Which you are free to do, as I have told you a thousand times,” Heral said patiently. He tugged at his beard, which had grown pure white the past few years and now trailed down his chest. Anira’s mother didn’t like it—he used to trim it short and dye it black.
I’m old, my dear, he said, the last time she’d complained. I’m going to stop pretending I’m not. Anyway, doesn’t it make me look handsome? Distinguished? Come now, admit it—you’re more in love with me than ever before.
Anira shook her head at the memory, chasing away a furtive smile. “But then who would take care of you?”
“We’re old, not decrepit, Anira. And we still have your brother.”
She laughed. After she was done laughing, she stared at her father, who only looked back at her with amused eyes. “That useless—”
“He’s your elder,” Heral reminded her.
“—piece of—”
The roosters crowed.
Anira sighed and dropped her hands to the side. “All right, Papa. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to call him names. Sugatt’s off doing important things, I guess. But the least he could have done was write back to us. He visited once when you were sick and then went off again. It’s been months since his last letter.”
“He’s a soldier. He has more important things to do.”
She sniffed. “More important than family? Nothing’s stopping him from writing. I’m the youngest. It shouldn’t be up to me to worry about everything they left behind.”
“You ever wonder, Anira, if it’s only because you worry so much?” Heral cocked his head to the side. “Don’t. It isn’t your responsibility to worry at all. Your mother and I are as healthy as we can be. We can take care of ourselves. You don’t have to be so hard on your siblings—they’ve got their own lives to worry about these days, and you—you can start by figuring out your own path in life. It doesn’t much matter what you choose, as long as you do something.”
She stared back at him—at his thin, wrinkled face, beset with liver spots and white hair. Maybe you can take care of yourselves, but for how long? They had her when they had no business having children. Anira was only twenty-four—by all rights, she shouldn’t be worrying about an aging mother and an even more decrepit father, both of whom were old enough to be her grandparents. And yet…
“I should pay a visit to the farmers,” Anira said with another sigh. “Don’t get into trouble while I’m away, all right?”
Her father laughed. And then, realizing she was serious, he drew his face into a sombre expression. “I won’t, Mother.”
“Last time, you let the cats eat our lunch.”
He thumped his chest with a wrinkled hand, closed into a fist. “I won’t do it again.”
“You better not, or I’ll get Mama to cook.”
“Oh no,” he intoned. “Not your mother’s ginger stew. I’ll be good, Anira, I promise.”
She sniffed before giving him an affectionate peck on the cheek. He patted hers in return. His fingers felt cold. Last summer, the physician from the city told her he didn’t think Heral would live another year. He’s growing frailer by the month, Anira. One fall, one broken hip, and…
She focused her attention on getting her horse ready for the ride down. Maybe her father had a point about surviving what was in front of her. Dealing with the management of her aging parents’ land—that, she could still do, though these days it simply filled her with discontent. Crops were crops. You planted seeds, and if you were lucky, they grew; and if you were lucky again, you’d have enough left over after the hurricanes and the pests for a whole season’s worth of meals. That was all she knew. Being born a landowner’s daughter didn’t make her a farmer. Sugatt had a better head for it, and where was he now? Off playing soldier with the warlord, like any respectable son of the aron dar—the noble offshoots of the royal Jin-Sayeng clans. Joining Warlord Yeshin’s army was a dream they both shared, back when they were children fighting with bamboo sticks and ordering the farmers’ children about like commanders staring down at an army. As bannerman to the warlord, Lord Heral was obligated to serve without question. The provincial rulers of Jin-Sayeng functioned as kings and queens of their domain, and it was up to their vassals to ensure their hold. Control of the lands meant control of the fields, farms, and forests, which comprised most of Jin-Sayeng’s resources, and rulers with loyal servants lasted longer than the rest.
Loyalty without a question meant it was Lord Heral’s obligation offer any of his available offspring to serve the warlord when he asked. Sugatt was only a year older than Anira, but that was more than enough. To all the land, he was worth more, as if that extra year was worth its weight in gold. If they had been twins and he was born a second before her, it wouldn’t have made a difference.
Anira sucked in her breath as she cantered down the hills. It wasn’t fair of her to blame Sugatt. It wasn’t his fault their sisters didn’t provide for their parents, even with their established households and grown children besides. Someone had to stay home, and Anira got the short end of the stick. Being the youngest meant you were held back for whatever was needed for you. Errand-runner, caretaker, anything that needed to be done that her elder siblings were too busy for—or more likely—deemed themselves too important for. She couldn’t even recall the last time they sent a letter, either. If their father died tomorrow, they would have all the time they needed to mourn; she would have to muster up the face to make all the arrangements. The worthless lastborn, the spare wheel.
Don’t think about that, she told herself. He’s not going to die for a long time. That physician was wrong. Heral aron dar Orenar is of Oren-yaro blood, and no amount of honeyed piss or aching limbs is going to take him down easily. Listen to your father—you do worry too much.
A man greeted her right as she entered the first row of houses along the fields.
“Lady Anira,” he said, in the kind of voice that indicated his courtesy was on purpose. He dropped the lady when they were alone.
She tugged at the reins, pulling her horse to a stop. The mare danced on restless legs as Galtan caught the bridle.
“You’re up early,” he continued. “Everything all right there? I hope Lord Heral is doing well.” He sounded nervous. That, on top of his uncharacteristic politeness, made her suspicious.
She jumped off the saddle to scrutinize him. “Maybe I should ask you the same question. Is everything all right, Galtan?”
He coloured. Most days, she enjoyed seeing that effect on him, but now it was the furthest thing from amusing. He took a step backward. Handsome, easygoing Galtan wasn’t easily frazzled, even around her. Usually it took more—a small smile, a touch on the shoulder, a quick bite of her lip…
Galtan shook his head. “We’re doing well. Nothing’s wrong. Nothing’s wrong at all, Lady Anira, it’s just—”
The man’s babbling was his own undoing. Anira didn’t need to do much more. She crossed her arms and leaned slightly against the saddle.
“We have a visitor,” Galtan finished lamely. He sighed and ran a hand through his sun-bronzed hair. “I guess there’s no sense hiding it from you.”
“No,” Anira said. “You should have opened with that.”
“I know.” Galtan whistled, and a boy came tearing down from around the fence. “Take the lady’s horse. Is Lord Sugatt still resting in the main house?”
The boy nodded furiously.
“Sugatt,” Anira repeated. “My brother is here?”
Galtan gave a thin smile.
“But he’s on active duty! He’s not due back until the end of the year.”
Galtan didn’t reply. He merely nodded, his face pale. He knew the implications as well as she did. Fleeing the army was treason, and Warlord Yeshin wasn’t a man to be crossed.
Clenching her fists tight, she walked into the farmers’ compound, hoping she could control her temper. She supposed it was only polite to hear him out before she killed him herself. It was going to take all her patience.
Active duty was probably an exaggeration. Jin-Sayeng itself wasn’t at war and hadn’t been since the last attacks by the Zarojo Empire years ago, when they were still under the governance of the last Dragonlord.
Now, the Dragonlord—if you could even call him that—was a fresh-faced boy who preferred travel to the rigors of rule, a boy who had no interest in waging war anywhere. But his negligence had given way to other problems. Without a true king to unite them, the other warlords were champing at the bit, hoping for a chance to seize more than their fair share. More land, more farms, bigger harvests, more coin. All of which usually had to be taken from someone else first. Ripples of chaos were ripped throughout the entire kingdom, and even the less ambitious warlords had to contend with fights within their province, squabbling like starving dogs over gristle and bones.
Anira didn’t know where Warlord Yeshin stood on all this, only that he had sounded the call to bolster his army years ago. He needed soldiers to defend the province of Oren-yaro from its neighbours, who had pushed their luck. Warlord Lushai of neighbouring Bara, in particular, wasn’t exactly subtle about his ambitions. His lords and ladies cheekily let their cattle graze in Oren-yaro pastures, only to later claim the lack of fences made it difficult to contain the beasts. If Warlord Yeshin pressed the issue, they would then ask if Oren-yaro will pay for the structures, since the last war had unfortunately left Bara’s coffers empty. And so on, and so forth, a dance so old, it might as well be the land’s heartbeat.
Anira couldn’t care less about any of it. All she was concerned about was their family. She recalled the summons from two years back, the same one she had feared her whole childhood through. By then, her father was so old it wasn’t even a question of him having to answer anymore, but which of his children. He had shown her the letter after he’d read it and then gathered everyone together: that is, whoever was left in the household, which was her and Sugatt and their mother. They sat down in the middle of the great hall, legs folded over nipa mats, and read Warlord Yeshin’s letter several times. He knew how to coat his words—instead of asking for soldiers, he mentioned he was seeking warriors for the future of Oren-yaro. Instead of demanding his right to their swords as warlord, he appealed to their sense of honour and justice, whatever that meant. But Anira’s parents weren’t fooled—they knew a death sentence when they saw it.
“Whom do we send?” their mother asked, staring at them both. Her two youngest, born long after she had thought she was done having children. Tears gleamed in her eyes. She probably still thought of them as babies, streaked with mud from the rice fields where they played all day.
“It’s all right, Mama,” Anira said, reaching over to pat the woman on the back. “I’ll go. Sugatt’s needed in the farm.”
“That doesn’t make me feel any better!” her mother wailed.
“I’m older,” Sugatt broke in. “It has to be me. Warlord Yeshin will deem it an insult otherwise.”
“Why?” Anira retorted. “I’m the better fighter.”
He rolled his eyes.
“I’m older,” he repeated. “It’s like you didn’t grow up here or something. Do you want them to call me a coward?” He wrinkled his face with distaste. “And anyway, who died and made you the better fighter all of a sudden? I recall letting you win most of the time.”
“Prove I’m wrong, then. Right outside, right now.”
Their father lifted a hand to stop the argument before it got any worse. “I don’t even know why the warlord cares about us. He has dozens of more powerful families within the clan at his beck and call.”
“We’re Orenar,” their mother, Balima, said. She sniffed. “Well, at least you are. The man’s your cousin.”
“He’s technically my nephew of sorts,” Heral said. He winked at Anira. “I got all the looks in the family though, didn’t I?”
“Now’s not the time to joke around, Papa,” Anira said.
“Too close. You’re too close to that damn family,” Balima continued, as if she was happy to carry on the conversation on her own.
Heral cleared his throat. “My father is his grandfather’s half-brother—a fact that Yeshin seems to have been happy never to acknowledge in all the years since he assumed command of the province. Except, it seems, now when he needs it. Swords first, servants first! Humourless bastards, the whole lot of them.”
The father who, in all of Anira’s memories, never lost his temper got up and threw a cup against the wall. It bounced on the floor undramatically.
He shuffled over to pick up the cup before turning his eyes towards Sugatt. “You’re right, son.” His voice remained light; only the shadows on his face made it clear what he really thought of the whole situation. “Yeshin will see it as an insult if I offer the younger child.”
“I don’t see why he would,” Anira replied. “Yeshin’s the youngest himself.”
“All his brothers died in battle,” Heral said. “There’s a difference. Yours is still alive.”
Anira made a fist. “I can rectify that.”
“Like hell you will,” Sugatt sniffed. “You’ve got nothing on me, little sister.”
Balima wept. “Why did I ever marry into this?” she groaned, tugging at their father’s robes. “My mother warned me about the royals. They warned me about you!”
“Yes, my dear. I heard. The devilishly handsome rogue has baggage. I’m sorry.”
She wept even louder, finding no comfort in his teasing. Heral slumped down beside her.
“There is nothing to worry about, my darling,” he continued, massaging his wife’s shoulders with his knobby fingers. “It’s not open war. The warlord will want royals to serve as officers to train his soldiers, and nothing more. Sugatt will be safe. In the first place, he’s not brave. Tell her, boy.”
Sugatt rolled his eyes.
“Cowards die last, Mama,” Sugatt said. The self-deprecation was hard to miss. “It’s a fact.”
Heral laughed, as if Sugatt’s poor temperament was all the protection he would ever need.
The memory faded, and with it the last traces of Anira’s amusement. Flies rot your soul, Sugatt, Anira thought as she caught sight of her older brother from the far end of the field. He was now slumped on a bench, drinking a cup of steaming tea while staring at the group of yellow chicks milling around his feet. He had grown a beard—a thick, black, untrimmed thing that made him look so much older than his years. Anira walked right up to him and struck the cup out of his hand.
“Hey!” he screamed, scaring the chicks as the cup shattered on the ground. “I was drinking that!”
Anira slapped him next. He stared at her in shock.
“If you tell me you deserted Warlord Yeshin’s army, I’m going to slap you again,” she declared.
“I did, but let me—”
She slapped him a second time.
“—explain,” he finished, rubbing his cheek and staring back at her with a look that could murder. “You know, most sisters would be happy to see their brother after so long.”
“Most sisters don’t have to deal with what you’re about to put us through. You realize you’ve doomed us, Sugatt? Desertion is treason, and you bear the same clan name as the Warlord’s. They’ll deal the whole family the punishment they’d reserve for you if you were just a common soldier. I always said you were going to be the death of me, but I never thought you’d consider it a dare! What the hell were you thinking?”
“You don’t know what he’s been doing out there,” Sugatt said. “Warlord Yeshin is a madman.”
She couldn’t believe her ears. Not just what he was saying, but that he was saying it out loud for every farmhand in the vicinity to hear. She grabbed him by the arm. “Treason, Sugatt!” she gasped. “How could you?”
He turned his head. “It’s not treason to save your own life.”
“And if they let you talk during your trial, it would be a worthy defense. But you wouldn’t be alive for your next breath. Remember who you are. Remember the name you carry!”
He pried her hands off his shirt. “Fuck my name. I’m doomed, anyway. Dead here, or dead there. It doesn’t matter. Does grave dirt care where it swallows you up? Does it care what you were called in life? We rot all the same.”
“What are you babbling on about?”
“Yeshin wants to wage war on the reigning clan.”
Anira pulled away. “That’s impossible,” she said. “The Oren-yaro may have not always seen eye-to-eye with the Dragonthrone, but—”
Sugatt wiped his face. “That’s the understatement of the century.”
“Well, it doesn’t matter. We’re sworn to protect all of Jin-Sayeng, and the Ikessar clan holds the throne. Warlord Yeshin would never!”
Sugatt gave a quick shake of his head. “You’re wrong, Anira. Oren-yaro is not Jin-Sayeng. Never has been. What the hell do you know? What do we know, slaving out here in the dirt while the higher nobles sit on their golden cushions and yap like they own the world? They treated me like a novelty out there. A country bumpkin, too ambitious for his own good. Why did I have to go out there at all? Yeshin would have missed me—everyone said so.”
“Well, you went,” Anira replied. “Because we know our duty and we won’t shame our father while we’re at it and you wouldn’t let me go instead of you. So tell me why you’re back home, after all that!”
“Didn’t you hear me? Yeshin wants war. We weren’t training to defend Oren-yaro at all. I was given command of twenty boys who looked like they were snatched right out of their mothers’ mouths. Arms so thin you could snap them over your knee. Peasants. Conscripts, Anira, do you understand? Lured to the army with promises of a full belly and some coin if they complied, and threatened with death if they didn’t!”
“Most armies take on untried youth once in a while,” Anira said dubiously.
“Not the Oren-yaro,” Sugatt pointed out. “You’d think Warlord Yeshin cared about the image our ancestors have died for. Mention the Oren-yaro army, and what do you imagine? Seasoned warriors, elite soldiers, men and women who could strike fear in the hearts of their enemies. Not whatever the hell they gave me. They didn’t care about training them. You can’t make fighters out of those boys. No—they wanted them fattened up for slaughter. They were going to be fodder, the front lines for some attack in the future. The others caught on to it, too. We talked about it and decided we weren’t going to sit around and wait for the inevitable. I’m not the only one who decided to ride back home.”
“So, it’s worse than I thought,” Anira said. “Not only did you desert your liege lord, but you’ve incited rebellion. You couldn’t have waited until your scheduled leave to talk about this? We could have found an excuse for you to stay home. I could have broken your leg.”
Sugatt frowned. “This isn’t a joke.”
“I agree. My idea of a joke would have been if you came home with two pregnant women, both of them claiming it’s yours. We would have all gotten a good laugh.” She sucked in her breath. What’s done is done, she thought. If you’re the only one with any sense left in this family, then it’s up to you to fix it. The alternative would see them all paying with their lives. “How did you leave?” she asked, trying to control her temper. “Did you tell anyone where you were going?”
“I just took my horse and rode off,” Sugatt said.
“Good,” Anira replied. “It’s not too late to go back.”
“I’m not going back!” Sugatt snarled.
“You will if I have to drag you by the ear, Sugatt. You—”
They were interrupted by the sound of Galtan clearing his throat. “If it pleases my lady, my lord,” he broke in. “There are more new arrivals at the gate.”
“Yeshin’s men?” Anira asked.
“They said they’re Lord Sugatt’s,” Galtan said.
Anira traded looks with her brother.
“Bunch of idiots,” Sugatt grumbled. “They followed me.”




Chapter Two
From where the pathways to the houses converged, Anira counted seven men, all clad in pieces of rusty, mismatched armour that looked as if they had been looted from corpses. Their boots were covered in mud and their faces streaked with so much dirt, it looked like they had spent an afternoon digging through a rice paddy. They didn’t look like part of the Oren-yaro army at all. They looked like bandits, sent to collect ransom. If Sugatt hadn’t ridden in first, she would have armed the farmers, attacked, and asked questions later.
Sugatt hung back. “Maybe if you pretend I’m not here, they’ll go away.”
“If they followed you, they know you are,” Anira replied. “How much noise did you make riding out?”
“None. I asked one of the soldiers to get my horse ready, and—”
Anira sighed. “Right. You thought he would keep quiet. He’s out there with the group, isn’t he?”
Sugatt squinted. “Renel. He’s the one at the front.”
Anira strode up to the gates. “Stand back,” she commanded as she undid the latch. The hinges creaked as the gates swung outward.
The men backed down. They looked at her with suspicion, and most placed their hands on their swords. One crossed his arms. “Where’s Lord Sugatt?”
“You’re in our lands,” she said. “I ask the questions here.”
She realized, belatedly, that she didn’t bring a sword with her. If these men attacked her now, there wasn’t much she could do to defend herself, let alone stop them from rampaging through the fields. She hoped they were the type that could be reasoned with. It wasn’t uncommon for army deserters to turn to banditry, but out here in Oren-yaro, such actions would be swiftly dealt with by the warlord. Surely, they knew better.
She watched them glance at each other. Their horses looked weary, legs shaking, heads bent, bodies glistening with cold sweat. She had never seen such a pathetic group in her life. They must have been trying to overtake her brother on the road. As she deliberated over this, Galtan appeared behind her, shoving a sheathed sword into her hands. She didn’t have to draw it—the weight of it was comfort enough already.
“Mistress,” the man called Renel finally spoke up. “We’re Lord Sugatt’s men. He left camp in the middle of the night, and we thought it best to follow him. It’s our duty, after all.”
She gave a thin smile. “Are you sure about that? Warlord Yeshin didn’t send you, did he?”
Someone behind Renel coughed. Renel frowned. “Mistress. If we had returned to the general and told him we were missing our officer, there’d be hell to pay.”
“We need him to come back with us to camp,” another soldier barked. “We were supposed to report to Warlord Yeshin right this morning.”
“Ah,” Anira said. “The missing detail. Sugatt?” She turned her head back to the gates, where she could see her brother’s figure peering through the bars. “Care to explain?”
“They were going to send us to be outfitted for new weapons and armour,” Sugatt said. “Everything I told you was true, Anira, and it looked like they were just about to send us to fight without telling us what we were going to fight.”
“You didn’t incite a mass desertion amongst your fellow officers.”
“The others must be biding their time. The truth will come out.”
“I wouldn’t be surprised if they were shooting the shit out of boredom. In the meantime, you deserted in the middle of a battle.”
“The beginning of a battle,” Sugatt mumbled. “There’s a difference.”
“Tell that to them when you’re court-martialed.” Anira carefully unsheathed her sword partway, watching for the men’s reactions. They looked at her in confusion, and none jumped to protect themselves. She pushed it back in and nodded at Galtan. “We’re welcoming them as guests.”
“But Lady Anira—” Galtan stammered.
She looked at him quizzically.
“We can’t trust them,” Galtan whispered. “Look at them.”
“I see a few lost boys who don’t know what the hell they’re supposed to be doing because their officer abandoned them in the middle of the night,” Anira said. “The least we can do is feed them. Their horses’ legs are shaking—they need rest.”
Galtan sighed. “If they slit our throats…”
“You’re going to ask the farmers to come around and be on high alert. Arm everyone.” She turned around to tug the gates open. “Gentlemen,” she said out loud. “Please, come in. We’ll set up a spread for you shortly. It’s the least I can do for my brother’s men, considering the circumstances.”
Renel looked at her warily. “You can’t be serious.”
“I am.”
He glanced at Sugatt in the distance. He had yet to acknowledge them. “You speak for your family, and your brother?” It wasn’t just suspicion on his voice. It held a hint of desperation. He wanted her to be as trustworthy as she was making herself seem.
Anira lifted her chin. “Someone has to.”
Renel gave a lopsided grin. He had great yellow teeth, and a scar right under his bristly black moustache. “Your parents sent the wrong child.”
He said nothing else, but she detected a note of discontent. Sugatt’s careless decision was a blight to them all.
She tried not to get angry all over again as she led the men into the farmers’ compound. As a precaution, she had Galtan gather their weapons; they readily gave them up for bowls of hot rice and grilled freshwater eel, caught from the river just that morning. Sugatt was right—none of these men were tested soldiers, and she doubted they had anything to do with the Oren-yaro before this. Renel looked like the oldest of the group and he couldn’t be much older than she was. The rest had sparse moustaches and nonexistent beards, with more bone than muscle. They looked like they hadn’t had a full meal in years. All asked for seconds, and all seemed to shiver with delight when they were given thirds. They reminded Anira of the boys from the next farm over, the ones she and Sugatt used to get into fights with when they were young.
“I think I believe what you said,” Anira told Sugatt as they ate their own lunch from afar. “If I was warlord, outfitting my best for war, I wouldn’t even glance at these men. They look like a farmer’s boys on their way to a rice paddy.”
“I told you,” Sugatt said. “Something’s fishy.”
“That still doesn’t solve our problem. Even if what Warlord Yeshin has planned is shady, we’re in no position to protest. Our hands are tied.”
Sugatt stirred the remaining grains of rice in his bowl with his fingers before sucking on the digits one by one. “The warlord is technically our cousin, isn’t he?”
“A fact he’s never acknowledged. We share a name and nothing more. Even if our father made a petition, I doubt he’d listen, and I will not bring our parents into this.”
“They’ll know eventually,” Sugatt said.
“Should have thought of that before you left,” Anira replied. “Anyway, they won’t know—not until you’re back in camp with no one the wiser.”
“Even if I wanted to do that, it’s too late. They’ll be looking for us. For me, in particular.” He stared at the sky. “I might head out by noon. Give them the slip so they won’t know how to follow me. Tell them to disperse. If we’re lucky, we’ll be out of the province before the day is out.”
“And leave me to clean up your mess?”
He coloured. “That’s not what I’m trying to do, Anira. I want to be out of your hair so you don’t get blamed. The less words we exchange, the better.”
“If you’re not here, your whole family will bear the brunt of it.”
“You’re Warlord Yeshin’s family, too. He won’t harm you.”
She grabbed him by the arm. “Clan is different from family. We’re related to the warlord, nothing more. We have a duty to uphold the name, but he holds no affection for us. When was the last time he dropped by on your nameday or sent gifts to our father? We’re his subjects, that’s it. Subjects from whom he can demand more than the rest. If he wants to kill our parents and burn our farms down to set an example…”
“It won’t come to that. It’s a bad look.”
“If he’s gearing up for war, who knows what look he wants?” Anira asked. “Accept it, Sugatt. We’re all in trouble. There’s no escaping this.”
He looked ill and set his bowl aside. He looked like a horse ready to bolt out of its paddock. “What should I do?” he grumbled.
“Stupid,” she whispered in return. “Why do I always have to take care of the troubles you cause? You’re the one who started this.”
His face tightened. “How many times am I supposed to say sorry?”
“It doesn’t matter,” she sighed. “You just weren’t thinking. How could you be sorry for something you didn’t decide to do? That’s all we are to you. An afterthought.” She reached out to clasp the back of his neck with her hand, leaning over to press her forehead over his. “I’m going with you.” She patted his cheek before kissing it.
“What?”
“I’m going to talk to Warlord Yeshin on your behalf. Running would only infuriate him. Facing him, now—I think he’ll give us a chance. It shows courage. The warlord can’t begrudge a bit of courage. It’s rooted in the province’s own tenets.”
He tried to pull back. “Don’t be silly, Anira. I can’t let you get involved.”
“So, you would just rather we run with you, then? Leave the farm behind, travel with parents who can’t even walk across a field without catching their breaths? We’re running out of options and it’s the best we’ve got. I’m going to explain that you rode back because you received news of our father’s ill-health, which is true enough. We can get the physician to confirm the story. You thought he was on his deathbed, and it turns out it was a false alarm. But on the way back to camp, you were set on by bandits. Your men found you, but you were too injured to travel back in time to report to the general.”
“He’ll never believe that,” Sugatt pointed out. “I’m not injured.”
Anira set aside her bowl and drew her sword.
His eyes widened. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
“Saving us all. Just close your eyes, brother. It’ll be over soon.”
“You’re mad.”
“Do you have a better idea?”
“I told you. I leave, and—”
“I said a better idea,” Anira said. “A slash on the arm and another on the leg, Sugatt. You’ve gotten worse during sword training.”
Sugatt frowned. He turned to Galtan, who was standing quietly behind them. “Tell her she’s crazy,” he said.
“She’s crazy not to do more,” Galtan replied, crossing his arms. “Frankly, if I had my say, I’d throw you into a pit of vipers.”
“That’s a good one,” Anira said. “Let’s save it for later.”
“Assholes,” Sugatt grumbled. “Fine. Get some wine. If you’re going to do this, do it while I’m drunk.”
“You’ll bleed more,” Galtan warned.
“Good,” Anira said. “Let him. After this mess, it’s the least he can do for this family.”
Talking was easy, and so was bandaging up her squealing brother, who took the slashes like a pig being dragged to the slaughterhouse. The hardest thing, Anira found, was returning up the hill to their house and pretending like everything was all right. She answered Heral’s questions about the state of the rice fields listlessly before going off to assist her mother with the evening meal. She was so absent-minded that she almost sliced her fingers off—her mother admonished her and sent her to tend to the gardens, which resulted in her father laughing so hard, it sounded like his lungs would jump out of his nostrils.
It burned that she couldn’t tell the old man about Sugatt; if nothing else, she knew he missed having the rest of them at home. It had been hard enough for her parents—for her father, in particular—when her sisters got married within a year of each other. Sugatt and Anira were still children then, and their presence was a balm to the couple’s wounds. They probably never considered they’d have to go through it a second time. As proud as their parents were of them, watching your children grow up and go off to be their own person must come with a share of pain.
She watched Heral pick tomatoes with an affection probably more suited for a parent watching their child. She couldn’t help it. It was the preciousness of the moment that got her—the way he could still walk, against all odds, when they all had been ready to mourn him last summer. Or how he turned the ripe, plump thing in his hand against the sun with delight, as if in that moment, nothing mattered half as much as that tomato. Did aging distort the things that were important? Or was his mind growing soft right in front of her? And she was going to leave him that night—she was going to leave him to escort his son to face the music and the warlord’s judgment, and she didn’t know when she was going to come back. If she was going to come back at all.
She swallowed. If they were to be executed, her parents were only going to find out after their bodies were cold, and no sooner. And she had no intention of breaking the truth to them before she rode off. She wanted them to be happy for as long as was humanly possible. If her father died in bed that night, she wanted him to do it with a smile on his face and the knowledge that his children would expire long after him. It was only right.
“What’s wrong?” Heral asked.
She shook her head. “Nothing, Papa.”
“You’re off in your own little world again. Come and take me with you sometime, eh? I haven’t had a good adventure in a long while.”
“I’m just…happy you’re still with us.”
Heral cocked his head to the side. “You’re still worrying about last spring?” He gave a short burst of laughter. “You know, child, death at my age is nothing to be afraid of.”
“You say that now.”
He squeezed her hand. “Yes. All right. You got me. I was frightened. I didn’t want to leave you. I haven’t had as much time with you as with the others. You know, I’ve watched Lunia and Orra blossom from little girls to young women who went off to build their own families, shape their own lives, while you…you’ve yet to be.”
“What about Sugatt?”
“Well, he’s off playing soldier, and I assume—if he keeps his wits about him—that he’ll make a name for himself in no time.”
Anira pretended to look at the ground so her expression wouldn’t betray anything.
“But you,” Heral said, placing both his hands on top of his cane. “I still don’t know what you’ll be. You’ve always been an enigma, Anira. A tough nut to crack.”
“Why do you think so, Papa?”
He took a deep breath before letting it out in a quick exhale through his bristly white moustache. “You’ve always had such an imaginative mind,” he said. “So full of excitement and vigour. We would take a walk and you would run down to the foot of the hill, exclaiming we’re about to climb some tall, mysterious mountain, or that the trees in the distance were dragons waiting to carry you to a magical kingdom. I always told your mother—don’t tell her I told you this, or she’ll kill me—but I thought you would never be happy just staying home. You’re not the sort who’ll ever be content watching these fields for the rest of her life. You’re bigger than all of this. Not like me.”
“You,” she replied, with a hint of a smile. “Content? Now you’re just lying, Papa. I’ve seen you stare at the horizon every morning—I know you’ve always longed to go out there and do more. If Warlord Yeshin’s summons had come fifteen, even ten years earlier, you would have gone in Sugatt’s stead.”
“I did have a wild streak in my youth,” Heral said, nodding sombrely. He lifted his fingers and pressed them close together. “But that’s just it. A streak. There is so much joy here for me. To watch green fields ripen into gold, to see a sprout grow tall and bear fruit…I love these things enough to know you never did. You could do better.”
“And yet you wanted to talk to me about settling down.”
“I was testing you,” Heral said, elbowing her slightly. He broke into a wide grin. “You passed.”
“What do you mean?”
“Don’t marry Galtan. When you told me he was fine—I’ve heard more excitement from you whenever the buffaloes give birth. Good old Galtan will do. No.” He grew sombre. “Whatever choices you make in life, my love, make the ones that light your veins on fire.”
She felt his voice give weight to her bones. She thought about it all throughout the night, tossing and turning in the one or two hours of sleep she’d allowed herself. When the moon was high in the sky, she finally shrugged into her travelling clothes—bought for the few times she accompanied the farmers to the city to trade—and took a few minutes to clean her sword so it would look presentable. The sword made her self-conscious. It was a plain, unadorned thing, made in the wooden-hilted grasscutter style but crafted to be longer and thinner. Her family had used it for centuries—none of them really had a royal’s sword. They were royal in name only—as an offshoot clan, they reaped little of the privileges. They were supporters, the ones who obeyed their liege lords and ladies without question, who were called on whenever they needed bodies to defend them. Her father once told her he could have bought his own, royal-style sword any time he wanted to, the one with the carved hilt and tassels made of animal hair or even the very enemies the owner claimed to have felled. They sold them in shops down in the city. But Heral would prefer it presented to him by the warlord for good service.
“It makes a difference,” he liked to say. “Coin can get you almost anything you want, but it can’t buy your own accomplishments. Deep inside, you’ll always know what you earned and what you didn’t earn.”
She strapped the sword to her belt, hoping she could find the confidence to face the warlord like that. She needed it. She was going to ask him to spare her brother after he had so blatantly broken his laws.
Sugatt and the rest of the men met her at the gates.
“Did you tell the old man?” Sugatt asked, leaning on his good leg. It was so early that his breath gathered on his lips, fogging around his beard.
“Why would I do that to him?” she retorted. “I don’t want him wasting a moment worrying about his fool of a son.”
“Because you’re such a good daughter, aren’t you, Anira,” Sugatt said under his breath. “Always doing the right thing.”
“Someone has to,” she replied, unfazed by the sarcasm in his voice.
The men jeered at the exchange, and she shot them a look. “You all deserted. Let that sink in before you decide this is a joke. Your lives are in danger and you’re laughing about it.”
She turned to Galtan, who was holding her saddled horse ready for her. She took the reins from him and swung into the stirrups.
“I don’t like the look of this,” he whispered. “You’ll be alone with these men. What you just told them isn’t going to inspire much confidence in you.”
“Sugatt is with me.”
“He’s injured and you’ve made him out to be a fool. You’re not around rice farmers here, Anira.”
“Thank you,” she said. “I’ll keep that in mind. Please take care of my parents for me, Galtan.”
He looked like he wanted to spend a good hour arguing with her about it. But he bowed and let her ride ahead. The others streamed behind her in a cloud of dust.




Chapter Three
Wrapped up in the tattered blanket inside her tent, Anira’s sleep was less than ideal. The slightest trickle on the canvas overhead was enough to wake her up. The damp penetrated the holes of the thing. It was made of cotton, not wool. She’d hurriedly grabbed whatever blanket was in her room when she left when she should have really taken another hour to prepare, at least. She knew where her mother kept the woolen ones. But a part of her wanted to get this over with. The longer Sugatt remained a deserter, the shorter his chances of survival.
While rubbing her arms, she thought of their childhood—that slow, idyllic childhood shared by most children growing up in the outskirts of the province. She had a memory of screaming for Sugatt in a field, amidst the shadows cast by the swaying bamboo. It was growing dark—they were supposed to be home an hour ago—but she’d lost sight of where he’d gone, and she didn’t want to go home without him. She remembered forcing her tears down and choosing to go blindly into the wilderness. She was afraid her brother had been taken by wildlife. There were wolves out there, bears, and the gods know what else. If he stumbled into a stream, he could be savaged by crocodiles.
Just when the light had turned into a thin sliver above the treetops and she was losing hope, she found Sugatt underneath a tree, as if the gods themselves had planted him there for her benefit. He sat with his arms wrapped around his legs, his face wet with dirt and tears. One of his knees was scraped. At the sight of her, his expression turned sour.
He wiped the tears off his face. “What are you doing here?” he demanded.
“I came looking for you.” She hesitated, her lip quivering. “Those boys chased you down the field and you disappeared. I thought the worst.”
“You should have gone straight home.” He wiped his face and got up. “If you get hurt, Mama and Papa will never forgive me.”
“That’s why I went looking for you. If you get hurt, then…”
He laughed. “They care about you more. You’re the youngest.”
“You’re the only boy!”
“Their weak, only son,” he said bitterly. She couldn’t say why, but a part of her felt that he was blaming her for it. As if her existence made his own failings jump out.
She stamped her foot. “Is that what those boys told you? Show me. I’m going to prove them wrong. I’m—”
He placed a hand on her head, as if he couldn’t quite decide between ruffling her hair or unscrewing the whole thing off her neck. Then he pushed her away half-heartedly. “You won’t do anything. They went home after they beat me up. And when we get home, you’re not going to say anything, either.”
“Why not?”
“Because they can make life harder for us.”
She sucked in her breath. “It’s not fair,” she said at last. “We’re Heral Orenar’s children. We’re royals.”
“That’s what makes them hate us more,” Sugatt grumbled. “They don’t understand we’re royals by name only. We’re living like they do, and yet somehow, we’re above them. Where’s your riches, Sugatt? Where’s your fancy armour and expensive horses? If they starve, we starve.” He wiped his eyes again. “The assholes. If Papa stole from their fathers like the other royals do, then I can have all those things and then where would their smug smiles be?”
“You’ll show them someday,” Anira said.
“I’ll live and die a farmer,” Sugatt replied. “Look at me. I couldn’t even fight them off.”
She grabbed his arm, all but embracing it. “I’ll fight beside you next time. We can defeat them together.” She could feel her heart in her throat. Together. All she wanted was her brother to acknowledge she wasn’t his enemy. They were in this together.
“Idiot,” he repeated. “I’m too cowardly to defeat anything. I’m a piece of shit, and everyone knows it.” He was so deep into the mire of his own problems he couldn’t even see her as anything but a barrier.
“Just because they say it, doesn’t make it true.”
“I pissed myself back there. When you’ve got five boys kicking you on the ground, there’s not much you can do.”
“You know the difference between the cowardly and the brave?” she asked.
He grimaced, bracing himself over an imagined insult.
“The cowards give up.” She reached up to sandwich Sugatt’s face between her hands. “So, don’t. Never give up, Sugatt. All right?”
She couldn’t remember what Sugatt had replied in return. He met optimism with the bare minimum acknowledgement, particularly when it came from her. She wasn’t sure what drove him to treat the world as a cold, unfeeling place. She always thought they had it lucky, considering. Their parents were elderly, but kind and fair. They always had something to eat, and they had all those meadows and rice fields to explore to their hearts’ content. “What more could you ask?” she once told her father.
Heral, wiser than anything, had given her a small smile in return. “More,” he said. “You can always ask for more. It’s not the worst thing in the world to dream, Anira.”
“I just don’t understand what Sugatt would want,” she replied.
“By royal’s standards, we’re at the bottom rung,” Heral explained. “You’ve never had to think of it that way, being the youngest. But Sugatt is the only son, and the sort of son who would never thrive under his sisters’ shadows. Let him be discontent, Anira. It’s not the worst thing in the world to desire something bigger and better for yourself. That was always what my brothers hated about me.”
“How could anyone hate you?” she demanded.
He laughed. “My heart,” he said, after he caught his breath. “If only the world saw it as simply as you did. If only they had your insight.”
She understood it all now, of course. The last few years had made it clear how much the mundane, farming life suited her less. What she couldn’t wrap her head around was how quickly the tables had turned; why Sugatt was now the one complaining about life out there. This could have all been avoided if they’d sent her instead of him.
She decided there was no point getting mad at her brother when he wasn’t around to hear it, so she got up and strode out of the tent. It was still so damp and cold that she thought about taking a brisk run around the camp first before waking everyone up. She wrapped a cloak around her shoulders and gazed out at the horizon, counting the number of tents in the distance. There were less than the night before.
It took her a full moment to realize the men had abandoned them.
“Sugatt!” she roared, turning around to her brother’s tent. “Sugatt, wake up!”
“I’m awake,” Sugatt replied, lumbering out. His hair was flat on one side.
“Get your horse. The men—”
“I know.” He rubbed the dew off his beard. “They asked me to come with them.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
He gestured haphazardly at his bandaged arm. “How naïve were we to think a bunch of low-ranking soldiers would just agree to return to be punished for desertion? I know what I think, but I’d love to compare notes with you.”
“Stop being so bitter,” she said, poking him on the head with a finger. “They couldn’t have gotten far.”
“I’m not going to chase after those men, Anira. What makes you think I can make them do anything? I wouldn’t even be able to fight them, especially not after what you did to me.” He was still sore about the wounds. She’d tried to make sure they were clean cuts, but they still had to be convincing enough for Warlord Yeshin. They couldn’t just be mere scratches.
“You were their commanding officer,” Anira explained patiently. “All you had to do was talk to them like I asked you to. Did you make them understand that Warlord Yeshin has the means of tracking them down and bringing them to justice? Their names are recorded somewhere. Unless the plan is to disappear and never speak to their families or friends ever again…”
“They’re soldiers, Anira, not scholars. They didn’t join the army because they had sense.”
“Your fault for thinking of them that way.”
He crossed his arms. “Do it, then. Go chase after them if you want.”
“I’d like your help.”
“Can’t do it. I’m injured, remember?” He waved his arm at her.
“It’s not your damned legs that’s—never mind.” She dropped her hands to the side with a sigh and left him to get her horse. Once he started sulking, it was usually a lost cause, and she didn’t have the patience to try and change his mind today. The soldiers, thankfully, weren’t seasoned scoundrels—they left both Anira and Sugatt’s horses and all their gear alone. Naivety went both ways.
She saddled her horse and checked the sword on her belt before following the tracks that led away from camp. The sun was rising, and she couldn’t be sure how far they’d gotten. A part of her questioned the wisdom of chasing the men down. What would she do once she caught up to them? Beg them to listen to her, when perceived freedom was just up ahead? The royals’ ways where difficult to explain to most commoners. She herself had never questioned them: obedience and duty were built into her every day. She patted her horse’s neck and in that same instance felt an arrow slide through the air just above the horse’s head. It embedded itself into a tree to her right.
“Not another step, Lady Anira,” Renel’s voice called out from the bushes. “If you don’t turn around now, I’ll make sure the next one won’t miss.”
Anira carefully clambered down from the saddle. “Renel,” she called. “Let’s talk. You’re making a mistake.”
“Seems to me like you’re the one who fucked up,” Renel said, appearing on the edge of the road with a bow in his hands. “You expected men to just willingly offer their own lives so your brother might live. We couldn’t do anything when you were in your lands, but now that we’re out here, I’m afraid to say you’re at our mercy.”
Anira nodded, like what he just said made complete sense. “Yes. I can see that. But here’s the thing, too. Galtan knows you, knows your names. Your hometowns. He asked, for a reason. Who’s to say he’ll keep his mouth shut if anything happens to us?”
Hardly a flicker of emotion registered on Renel’s face. “It’s a risk I’m willing to take. He won’t know you’re missing for weeks, maybe even months.”
“Galtan won’t wait that long,” she promised. “He’s already sent someone after us.” A bluff, but it could be true. “Look, Renel. Your other mistake is thinking I’m bringing you back to Oren-yaro to die.”
“What makes you think I believe you?” Renel asked. “Back in your lands…I heard Galtan call you Orenar. I should have realized. An offshoot. What you did to your own brother should have been proof enough. You people are wolves.”
“Clan names don’t hold as much weight as they once did.”
“Who told you? You must have come to your own conclusions, rotting away in this corner of wasteland. Maybe you people have nothing better to do.” Renel sniffed and glanced around. “Girl, they’ll kill us before they touch a hair on your head. Your plan might very well spare your brother, but what sort of protection can you offer us?”
“My word,” Anira said.
Renel grinned. His yellow teeth almost gleamed in the sun. She could smell the rot of it, even from afar. “Useless.” He glanced behind him, to the men who appeared at the end of the road. “Her word is all but useless, isn’t it, fellows?”
They all cried their assent. Anira felt her mare tug at the reins. Even she could feel the threat. Anira was young, but she knew the look on their faces. Dogs slavering for the kill—they’d hurl themselves off a cliff before they yielded the prey. Her father couldn’t afford hunting hounds, but she’d heard stories from some of the estates they used to visit when she was young. She couldn’t think of what else she could say to convince them.
“Money,” she tried. She struggled to think that way. She grew up with people who did things because they had to, not because they were bribed—she had never considered coin as a good motivator. “If Warlord Yeshin reinstates us, I’ll make sure you get better than what they offered you.”
“Words, again,” Renel continued. “Promises. That’s all you royals are good at. You’re good at breaking them, too.”
“I don’t know what kind of royals you’ve met your whole life—all I can tell you is I’m not one of them.” She got off her horse and held out her hands. “You’ve seen our holdings. Does it look like a lord’s castle? Where are my mother’s handmaidens, to paint her face and feed her delicate sweets at her whim? All we have are rice fields, chicken farms, and pig sties. Your anger is wasted on us.”
“You’re a poor, forgotten relative of the most powerful warlord of the land,” Renel agreed. “I get it. But you’re still more valuable to him than we are, and Warlord Yeshin’s justice always demands blood. Well, I’m going to put a stop to that now.” He reached into his quiver and pulled out an arrow, nocking it into his bow so quickly Anira barely noticed it until he’d pulled the string.
She lifted her blade in time to stop the point from digging into her skull. The arrow bounced off.
Renel stepped back, grabbed another arrow. She sidestepped. It drew blood as it barely missed her thigh. Ignoring the sharp pain, she charged.
She knocked him to the side, sending him tumbling into the bushes, further away from his men, who seemed unable to decide whether they should rain arrows on both of them or just stand there and watch. She hoped they wouldn’t decide anything soon; she couldn’t take them all. She didn’t even know if she could take one. She focused on striking Renel’s bow out of his hands. It skidded across the road.
He slammed a fist into her chest with a force that felt like it had broken her sternum. She thought she heard her bones creak. She coughed, rolled to the side, and slammed a knee into his belly. It barely elicited a squeak in return. She was still trying to recover when he forced her to the ground, all but slamming her head onto the packed dirt underneath.
As she struggled to recover her senses, he pinned her to the ground, one hand pushing her wrist down. She flailed with the other; he jerked his head out of the way drew a knife from his belt. “I’m really sorry,” he said. “But—”
She slipped out from between his legs and kneed him again, this time hooking him in the groin.
He yowled in pain and rolled to the side, the knife clattering from his fingertips. “Get her!” he screamed, tears in his eyes. Anira got to her feet and held her sword across her body.
“We can talk about this,” she said, watching the men advance slowly. Her heart was pounding. This wasn’t like the wrestling matches and games of her childhood. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she remembered she had never been in a real fight, while these men were—even as a stretch—trained soldiers. Where the hell was her brother? She couldn’t believe he didn’t even follow her. Wasn’t he even worried about her at all? She’d gone all the way out here for him, and he couldn’t even lift a little finger to help her. Couldn’t even glance at her direction to help her save him.
They were interrupted by a roar from the horizon. Against her judgment, she turned her back on Renel and his men. She thought she saw clouds of dust, followed by the thundering sound of hooves.
She took a step forward. Renel grabbed her shoulder, snarling. “We’re not done here,” he demanded. “Woman, you—”
She lifted a hand. “We were just talking about Warlord Yeshin’s justice,” she said, a bead of cold sweat dripping down her face. She turned to him with a weak smile. “Look there and tell me what you see.”
Renel turned his head. The frown on his face disappeared, replaced rapidly with panic. “That’s an army.”
“Look at the standard,” Anira breathed.
Renel’s eyes focused. He could now see it: the red banners, decorated with a white wolf. It looked like a sea of red in the distance. “Fuckers,” he gasped. “We didn’t even get painted shields.”
“Warlord Yeshin’s elite soldiers,” Anira said. “Heading for the city, it looks like, and I don’t think we can outrun them. Look at the legs on those horses. If we try to, it will only look more suspicious. They’ll be on us before we can make it to the next village.”
“Lower your swords!” Renel screamed at his men.
“Suddenly you’re cooperating?” Anira asked weakly.
“I told you, woman,” Renel said. “We just want to live.”
“And I told you I’m your best chance for that.”
Renel gave a small nod. “Prove it,” he half-whispered, as if the very thought of handing his life over to her grated him to his bones. A commoner’s pride was more valuable than a royal’s—only the wind held it up. “Prove it, and I’ll follow you to the ends of the earth.”




Chapter Four
Anira returned to her horse, smoothed out her clothes and hair to gather was left of her dignity, and then rode out to meet the army.
“Halt!” someone screamed from the distance. Two soldiers rode out, halberds in hand. The white wolf banner streamed in the sky above them, whipping against the wind like it had a life of its own.
“I am Lady Anira aron dar Orenar, daughter of Lord Heral aron dar Orenar!” Anira called back. She had to struggle to let her voice carry louder than the sound of the banner flapping. “Let me pay my respects to your commanding officer!”
A soldier saluted before turning his horse around. Anira waited in her saddle, feeling oddly out of place. Here she was, a farmer on a fuzzy-coated mare with a bushy mane, facing down soldiers from the most powerful army in all the land. Like all her siblings, she had been raised to believe that lady was nothing more than a title. She couldn’t even remember the last time she’d even uttered it in full out loud. And yet without that confidence, she might very well have an arrow through the back. She could feel her brother’s soldiers’ eyes on her.
Another soldier arrived, dressed in gleaming armour a cut above the soldiers—the kind you couldn’t buy for a year’s wages. Without his helmet, his braided hair, held in a topknot, stuck out like a lone bush above his head. “I’m Captain Talsang,” he greeted. “Lady Orenar—what brings you beyond your lands?” It wasn’t a genuine question. She caught a note of impatience, with a heavy layer of how dare you interrupt us? She didn’t have time to overthink it. It was either she make demands now and pretend to be more important than she really was, or be in a position where they had to ask questions.
She held her head up high. “We own the lands bordering this road. I’m escorting my brother, Lord Sugatt, to Oren-yaro to report to Warlord Yeshin. He was injured nearby, and a message was dispatched to me requesting my help.”
Captain Talsang stared back at her silently.
“My brother, sir,” she continued, thinking he was waiting for her to offer the rest of it. “He’s an officer. He was asked to report to Warlord Yeshin two days ago, but they were attacked by bandits on the way.”
“So, he asks for help from his sister?”
Anira nodded again. She knew what it looked like, too, and resisted the urge to explain.
Captain Talsang looked slightly amused. “I met someone else from your holdings this morning.” He clicked his tongue and indicated she follow him.
She pressed her knees into her horse and forced her to canter after the captain. The soldiers’ horses loomed over hers.
Talsang gestured. More soldiers parted, revealing a woman on horseback, hair streaming down her shoulders and past her waist. Anira blinked. The woman’s face was familiar. Somewhere in the back of her memories, Anira recalled long summers spent in a house easily five times the size of her own, with paved gardens and ponds teeming with colourful fish. Children laughing over cups of sweetened tea, sweet rolls with red dots, and bowls of dried mangos, dusted with icing sugar.
“Anira!” she bellowed.
“Tenten?” Anira tested.
The woman pulled her horse to a halt. She was dressed in all leather, supple riding clothes that spared no expense. “I’m glad you remember the old nickname, cousin,” the woman said. Yenaten was her real name, the eldest of Balima’s eldest sister’s daughters. “I’m glad you remember me!”
“It’s been so long.” They were children the last time they’d graced each other’s presence. She couldn’t even remember why they stopped seeing each other. She used to think it was because Yenaten had gotten married and had children. “I’m sorry—I’m glad to see you after all this time, but what are you doing here?”
“Galtan sent me,” she said. “He was worried about you, riding off on your own with your brother’s soldiers.” There was a glint in her eyes. Anira wondered if Galtan had told her everything. He wasn’t always the smartest with these things.
“Typical,” Talsang broke in, irritation spreading through his voice. “Your brother messes up and goes running straight to his sister for help. Typical and pitiful.”
Pitiful was a lot better than cowardly. Anira nodded, masking the relief with pretend shame on her face. “He’s…new,” she blurted. “He panicked. I can’t blame my brother, captain. I would have done the same thing.”
“It’s shameful,” Talsang said.
“I didn’t say it wasn’t,” she replied. “But he really is hurt.”
Yenaten opened her mouth. Anira shot her a look, and she lifted an eyebrow instead.
Talsang turned around and whispered something to the soldier behind him. Eventually, he clicked his tongue, urging his horse—a stallion, from the way Anira’s mare eyed him warily—to circle Anira. “I’ll take you to your brother’s men. You can ride with us to the city.”
Anira bowed her head. “I appreciate the thoughtfulness, but it’s unnecessary.”
“But it is.” Talsang pulled the reins back to stop his mount in his tracks. The stallion flicked his tail. “You’re Warlord Yeshin’s kin. If there are bandits about—it was bandits that attacked your brother and his men, correct?—then I cannot in good conscience let you leave unaided. We have an excellent surgeon with us—I’m sure your brother’s wounds are not in the best shape and could use attending to.”
“I—”
Without waiting for her to refuse him a second time, he turned his horse around and rode up to the road.
The men were in disarray by the time Anira and Captain Talsang appeared around the bend. Anira wondered if they were still trying to argue Renel into running. He seemed unfazed and stood on the side, bow still in his hand. To Anira’s relief, he immediately recognized Talsang’s rank and saluted.
The others, however, did not. Talsang’s eyes immediately flared up. “These are your soldiers?” he demanded.
“Yes, captain. They’re—hey, stand to attention!”
The men continued to hesitate. Anira could see them weighing their options. Even with the addition of Talsang and Yenaten, they still outnumbered them. Eight to four, if you counted Renel. If they were bred killers or fools, they would have jumped on all of them.
But they were neither. They were just boys, joining the army for the allure of easy money. What they thought was easy money. They weren’t prepared to die for anything—not even to save their own hides. Eventually, one shuffled up to the road to salute, and the rest followed. Pitiful wasn’t even the word anymore. Pathetic, Anira thought. And Sugatt was supposed to be training them.
“No cuts or bruises,” Talsang observed. “You really got jumped on by bandits, eh?”
“Yes sir,” Renel mumbled.
Talsang laughed. “How many died?”
He glanced at Anira in panic.
“Sugatt wasn’t sure,” Anira said. “He got separated from some of his men.” If she remembered correctly, not everyone followed Sugatt north. She hoped the rest of them had fled and would never be found again.
“And then what? They dropped their weapons and let you leave, just like that?”
“These men are cowards, captain,” Anira said. “Look at them. The bandits must have seen it, too.”
“She’s…she’s right,” Renel broke in. “We gave up easily and…the bandits were glad we didn’t put up a fight. Only Sugatt…Officer Sugatt…was injured. And he—”
“Where is he?”
“Back in camp,” Renel said.
“Alone?”
This time, no one said anything. No one had an answer.
“Take me to him,” Talsang said.
Renel pointed to his men. “You heard the captain.”
The men carefully walked their horses to the road. “Here, captain,” one called, striding ahead.
“He’s onto us, sister,” Renel whispered as he rode past Anira.
“Now it’s sister?”
“If it makes you feel any better, it wasn’t my idea to leave. But it’s hard to dissuade the men once they’ve made up their minds.”
“Make sure it won’t be your bright idea to run now,” she whispered, before urging her horse faster so she could catch up to Talsang. The man didn’t acknowledge her presence now, nor did he say anything all the way back to the camp.
Sugatt was sitting in front of the fire when they arrived. Anira wanted to run ahead of the group to warn him, but she couldn’t risk added suspicion—Talsang was looking more and more humourless by the hour. Sugatt, at least, knew something was wrong immediately. He dragged his leg as he attempted to salute Talsang.
“Bandits?” Talsang asked. “This time of the year, Lord Orenar?”
They know each other, Anira thought. She could see the pallor on Sugatt’s face, a clear sign he was simply holding in the fear. Even the way Talsang said lord spoke volumes. It was sarcastic, with enough sharpness to skewer a man. “Didn’t know they kept a schedule, captain,” Sugatt said, his eyes on Talsang. “You should have sent me a warning.” He turned to Yenaten but didn’t acknowledge her.
“Can you ride a horse?” Talsang asked.
“Badly,” Sugatt replied.
“Then get on it and ride back with me to the city.” The irritation had turned vile, a step away from a reprimand. Anira almost wished he would just get it over with.
The ride to Oren-yaro was the longest, most uncomfortable trip Anira had ever taken in her life. It left her unable to appreciate what should have otherwise been a moment of celebration: the first time she had ever visited the city in her adult life. Her parents rarely left the farmlands to visit, and it was even rarer that they’d bring Anira along. She could remember only two or three instances, all of which happened when she was still young. She could remember the old dragon-towers and the funny shadows they cast on the city below. She remembered crowds, more people than she had ever seen in her life in one street alone, and colourful markets filled with the smell of roasted meat and rich sauces. And she had a vivid recollection of a tournament or demonstration, with two tattooed men in loincloths attacking each other with rattan sticks in both hands to the beat of a heavy drum.
There was none of that the day they arrived. They were at the cusp of fall—or monsoon for the coasts—and the beginning of hurricane season for most of Jin-Sayeng. Oren-yaro, nestled right at the heart of the low-lying hills and mountains of the western side of the River Agos, should theoretically be protected from the worst the season offered. The southern coasts were the ones battered by hurricanes the most—the island of Akki, Natu, and Kyo-orashi were the most prone. But if Anira remembered correctly, the lower lay of the lands along the river made it just as susceptible. Most storms were battered once they’ve passed Oren-yaro and headed for the towering mountains north, and never before.
It was raining with the ferocity of a pack of wolves by the time Anira cantered down the streets behind Talsang—every drop felt like a blow.
“How droll,” Yenaten said behind her, tucked inside an oiled cloak that went down to her knees. “I picked the absolute worst time to be out for a ride.”
“You never said what you were doing out there in the first place,” Anira commented. “We’re an hour’s ride from your estate. Wasn’t it too much of an inconvenience for you?”
She said it lightly, but Yenaten, ever sensitive to criticism, shivered in her saddle. “You’re angry. I can always tell when you’re angry—you get that delightful pout on your face. I really should get a sculptor to commission a bust of you someday—he’ll have the time of his life.”
“You never visited,” Anira said.
“Was it necessary to?”
“It’s been years. We were once friends, weren’t we?” She tried to search her memories. She thought they were friends. It would have been polite to visit even if they were just cousins, but they’d been close—Anira used to go running for Yenaten’s help whenever Sugatt took his games too far.
Yenaten laughed, seeing the struggle on her expression. “I’ve been out, my dear,” she said. “Travelling. Been doing it for years.”
“I thought you got married.”
“Is that what Mother said?”
Anira shrugged.
“That woman. Really! Married, indeed. Between you and me, I think she’s growing senile. Spiteful and senile.” She shook her head.
“I wouldn’t know. She never visited us, either.” She knew what Balima’s sisters thought of the life her father offered her. Royal in name only, without a mansion to call his own…to them, it was as good as condemning her to poverty.
“If it makes you feel any better, I wrote to you,” Yenaten said, squeezing water out of her braids.
“I received no letters.”
She laughed. “That’s because I never sent them! Oh, but you must believe me. I did write. It’s just very inconvenient to mail letters in the places I’ve found myself in. You know.”
Anira didn’t. She tried hard to suppress her irritation. “Where did you go?”
“Oh, everywhere, mostly. The Kag is boring, if you must know. So much fog and rain and sheep, it’s absolutely miserable. And I’ve been to Dageis! What a strange country. Magic, everywhere you look. I hear they even magic their shit away.”
Sugatt coughed. “Not supposed to talk about magic,” he grumbled.
“What are they going to do if they hear us?” Yenaten asked politely. “They can hardly throw us in prison—my mother would scream Warlord Yeshin’s head off if he so much as tries. I would pay to see it.”
“You can understand my caution,” Sugatt said with a bite of sarcasm.
“Given you’re in trouble?” she asked, almost innocently. “Ah, Sugatt. I’ve forgotten how humourless you were. And here Anira was just wondering why I never visited.” She stared at him.
“Anira’s first question makes sense,” Sugatt continued. “What were you doing back home? Surely you had more important things to do than to pay farmers a visit. Like I don’t know—paint your nails, maybe?”
Yenaten glanced at her nails. “They are dreadfully in need painting.”
“Gods—”
“I’ll pretend you’re not just baiting me, you miserable excuse for a lord’s son,” Yenaten continued cheerfully. “Mother sent me. There’s a lovely young man she wanted Anira to meet, and of course you weren’t there when I got to your farm, and so like I said, Galtan sent me to run after you and make sure you were—”
“I feel you’re skipping several parts,” Anira said. “Since when did your mother care about me meeting men?”
“Since your mother started complaining to her that you’re wasting the best years of your life knee-deep in mud,” Yenaten said patiently. “She doesn’t think you’ll keep very well, either. In her words—you better marry now while you can, before, you know.” She gestured haphazardly at Anira and then made a cracking sound, as if Anira’s bones were in danger of exploding to smithereens.
Anira frowned. “I can manage,” she said.
“For a goatherd’s daughter, maybe,” Yenaten replied. “But you’re a royal, my dear. A lady! It’s about time you were introduced to high society. And of course, I couldn’t stand the nagging anymore, so I went. Oh, and I must mention…the young man wasn’t there for you. He was there for me. But I may have insulted him during his visit—”
“Of course you did,” Sugatt sighed.
“—and I offered, in exchange, a chance for him to meet a rare beauty who might have more interest in him, if I remember your preferences correctly.” She glanced at Anira and waggled her eyebrows. “His name is Ozo. He’s quite the charmer, if you ignore the foul humour and the fact that he would rather play with his hammer than chat with women and I do mean that literally although wouldn’t it be funny if I didn’t?”
“Anira’s preferences,” Sugatt repeated. He glanced at her. “Do you even have any?”
“It’s not my fault I don’t have time to meet anyone,” Anira said, not even thinking about mentioning Galtan’s name. Galtan, the head farmer’s son! It was suddenly embarrassing to be having this talk with them. She’d gone nowhere and hadn’t done anything with her life. These two, on the other hand, had seen things. Met people. Had things to talk about. What could she offer, other than her insights on the colour of the soil last week or the consistency of her father’s phlegm the other day?
She hid inside her cloak for the rest of the ride. They reached the western edge of the city, where it was less crowded. Small tributaries leading into the river, thick with lily fronds and clumps of moss, were lined with wooden paths. They reached the entrance of a large keep, where they dismounted. Servants arrived to lead their horses elsewhere while the keep’s gates were opened for them.
“Finally,” Yenaten said as they strode into the courtyard. “I smell like wet dog. I smell like Anira!”
She glowered at her.
“I knew I should have taken a servant or two,” Yenaten continued, oblivious.
“I was wondering why you went anywhere without an umbrella hovering over you,” Sugatt remarked. “Weren’t you afraid you’d melt?”
She placed a finger on her cheek. “No—you weren’t the humourless one. You’re the one with the bad sense of humour. Yes. I remember now.”
“Stand to attention!” Talsang roared at the head of the column.
They fell silent as the soldiers broke into two. Anira could feel the rain dripping from her hair and down her face, but she suddenly felt too self-conscious to wipe it off. Something told her it might draw attention to her, and the last thing she wanted was attention. She glanced at Sugatt, who was struggling to stand even with the cane under his arm. She really must have hurt him more than she intended to. Yet if she’d done less, they wouldn’t have been able to fool Talsang.
Drums sounded from the building up ahead. “Warlord Yeshin and Lord General Kassho!” someone called.
The main doors creaked open. Two men strode down the steps: one quite elderly, the other less so. Both had greying hair. The old man was clad in red robes that trailed along the ground with every step. The younger was in armour from head to toe. The metal was black, unlike Talsang’s, and the helmet on his head had tassels made of horsehair.
They walked through the gap made by the soldiers, every step echoing heavier than the last. Captain Talsang bowed as they arrived. They stopped in front of him. The silence was so thick Anira could barely breathe.
“And which one is this?” Warlord Yeshin finally said. He had a voice that could disappear in any crowd’s—it wasn’t as fierce or heavy as Anira expected it to be. And yet the gravity of it as it reverberated past their waiting ears was difficult to deny. It was unmistakably the warlord’s voice—the man who could ruin them with one command. Anira kept her eyes to the ground.
“Talsang aron dar Garabas,” Lord General Kassho replied. “Reporting from the west.”
“Your father owes me a fighting cock, Garabas,” Yeshin said out loud. He laughed, as if it was a joke, but his tone held an edge that told Anira it was anything but.
Talsang must have known it, too. “He is sending you five as we speak, Warlord,” Talsang replied, bowing. He looked like he wasn’t blinking.
“Make sure they’re good roosters, Garabas. Not the ones destined for the soup pot. I can’t abide weak creatures.” His eyes drifted towards Sugatt almost immediately. “This one, for instance,” he continued. His voice now had the slither of a snake—a slow hiss hiding a vat of venom. “The deserter.”
“He isn’t, sir,” Anira broke in, stepping past the line of soldiers to face the warlord. All eyes turned to her. “He’s not a deserter.”
Yeshin’s eyes hardened. “Who are you?”
She felt a moment of doubt, which was followed by a sensation of her skin crawling. This was it—there was no turning back from this. But she drew on what courage she had left and straightened herself. “Anira aron dar Orenar, Warlord,” she said. “I’m here to vouch for my brother. He’s not a deserter.”
Yeshin gave a sideways glance toward Lord General Kassho, who dismissed the other soldiers with a wave. They all marched on through the courtyard, leaving Anira alone with her brother, Yenaten, and Talsang.
“You know that’s a damn lie, Lady Anira,” Talsang said, voice heavy as steel. “It would be best for all of us if you don’t embarrass yourselves any further.”




Chapter Five
Despite herself, Anira felt a shiver run down her spine. She forced herself to meet Talsang’s eyes without emotion. “Sir,” she said. “We’ve explained everything to you. We—”
“You were lying,” Talsang finished. “Did you take me for a fool back there, Lady Anira?”
“Sir, I don’t—”
“I think even you fooled yourself with all your talk about bandits and injuries,” Talsang said. “But I knew it was all a damn trick the moment your cousin walked into our camp and demanded we hand the deserters over or there’ll be hell to pay. She meant your brother, of course.”
Anira’s eyes fell on Yenaten, who shrugged. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t realize the deserter part was supposed to be a secret.”
“Galtan,” Anira grumbled under her breath. Of course the man would have told her cousin. She turned back to Talsang.
“I gave you the benefit of the doubt,” Talsang said. “If I had seen a troop scrambling to get everything in order and rectify their wrongs, I would have let you get away with it. I’ve been in that position before. Young, hotheaded men get a whiff of freedom, and their brains stop working. But no—you didn’t just make a mistake. You covered it up, badly. And look at you now—still covering it up. You’re not part of this army, girl. Stand down and let your brother speak for himself. Officer Sugatt!”
Sugatt limped forward, a determined look on his face.
“You let your sisters fight all your battles, boy?” Lord General Kassho commented.
“No, sir,” Sugatt replied.
“Doesn’t look like it from where I’m standing.”
“Just this one, sir.”
Kassho gave a small smile. Anira could feel her heart hammering. She opened her mouth to say something again. Yenaten, from the corner, shook her head. She forced herself to stay back while the two most powerful men in the province—no, two of the most powerful men in all of Jin-Sayeng—circled her brother like vultures.
“How old are you, son?” Kassho asked.
“Twenty-five, sir,” Sugatt said, trying to stand as straight as he could.
“And your sister?”
“Twenty-four.”
Kassho shook his head. “Didn’t think of coming back to us on your own, eh?”
“Sir—”
The general clasped a firm hand on his shoulder. “I’d almost understand if she was an older sister,” Kassho said. “Older sisters, you know, they do that kind of thing. Get into your problems and make it into their business, the gnats. You understand. Do you understand, Warlord Yeshin?”
“I don’t,” Yeshin said, his jaw tight. His eyes glimmered like steel. “Never had any. The day I let a woman run my life—pah!”
“But a younger sister,” Kassho continued, dropping his voice to barely a whisper. “Your younger sister, son…”
Sugatt’s face tightened.
“You’re supposed to protect her,” Kassho said. “You’re the elder. You’re supposed to be her guide, her shield, her champion. Why did you let her do this? Your shame was supposed to be yours, and yours alone.”
Sugatt bowed his head.
“You’re not even going to say anything?” Yeshin asked, amused.
“She makes her own decisions, Warlord,” Sugatt said, eyes on the ground. “I would not dare speak for her. It is not how we do things in our family. She—”
“I decided for the benefit of the family, because my brother’s head was clouded with fear,” Anira finally spoke up. “He would have done the same for me. We are family—even if the mistake was his, it became all of ours the moment I found out. We show up for each other when we are needed, Warlord. And we are here because we both knew a mistake was made and we are seeking atonement from those we have wronged.”
Another moment of silence followed. Anira could see Yeshin’s fingers playing with the hilt of his sword, as if he were strumming a tune only he could hear. It was a royal’s sword, carved in the shape of an animal. A dragon or a sea serpent—Anira couldn’t tell what from afar. It probably wouldn’t matter when the blade was sinking into her flesh. She swallowed. If the warlord killed them both, she couldn’t even fight back. It was the only thing she had left to protect the remaining members of her family with. If they accepted their punishment with courage, they would leave her parents and sisters alone.
She lowered her head. If Yeshin wanted to kill her now, he could see she was making it easy for him. She could feel the sweat dripping down the back of her neck. She didn’t want to die, but if someone had to, it might as well be her.
“What did I tell you?” Kassho said, offhandedly. “Heral’s children, through and through.”
Yeshin smiled. It was a toothy smile, a true wolf’s grin. “We are family,” he said, parroting Anira’s words. “I like that. If all my kin had that sentiment, I would have pushed the Ikessars out a long time ago. I never would have expected it’s the sort of thing Heral teaches.”
“Oh, it is,” Kassho continued, crossing his arms over his chest.
“Really,” Yeshin drawled.
“My brother is a romantic,” Kassho said. “If he had ambition on top of it, he’d have gotten quite far. As it is—”
“Sir,” Talsang broke in.
Kassho glanced at him, as if just remembering he was there. “You’re dismissed, captain,” he said. “We’ll take care of it from here.”
Talsang saluted him, bowed at Yeshin, and then stepped away.
“Brother?” Anira asked as soon as they were alone.
Kassho gave a lopsided grin. “You don’t remember me?”
Anira drew her brows together.
“We’re a big family,” Kassho told Yeshin. “I’m the youngest of eight brothers. Can’t expect the children to keep track, and I haven’t seen this one since she was knee high. Heral is my eldest brother.” He glanced at Anira before turning to Sugatt. “I did not know he would send his only son. He could have filed for an exemption.”
“The summons didn’t mention an exemption,” Anira said.
“Your father knows how it works, child. At his age, with only two children left at home—I would have approved it if he had asked both of you to be kept home. Hell, I would have approved it the moment I saw his name.”
“He believes royals will weasel their way out of whatever they can.” Anira shook her head. “And so he didn’t consider it at all. Summons were sent to all families, noble and commoners alike. My father wouldn’t have asked his farmers to do something he wasn’t willing to do himself.”
“He always was a proud fool,” Kassho said. “As it happens, I agree with the sentiment. I have two boys—a single trueborn and a bastard. The bastard makes me unhappy, but I wouldn’t send him in place of his brother for anything. It just wouldn’t be right.” He glanced at Yeshin. “Have you decided about what to do with them, my lord?”
“They committed treason in front of my soldiers,” Yeshin said.
“Treason is too strong a word,” Kassho tested. “A mistake, like the girl said.”
“And then they lied about it.”
“Wouldn’t you test to see how far you can get away with something? You’ve been young once, my lord.”
Yeshin cast him a glance.
“Not that you aren’t anymore, of course…” Kassho coughed. “Give them punishment that fits the crime. Their deaths would only cause dissent. You do…not want us to look cruel. Whether or not you like it, they’re family.”
“Absolving family for what I would punish others for is worse. Letting them off with a slap on the wrist would affect morale.” Yeshin strode the length of the courtyard, stroking his beard. “Discipline is important.”
“So is mercy,” Kassho reminded him.
Yeshin grunted. He finally turned around and walked back to Anira. “You were prepared to die for your brother there.”
She kept her head bowed. “Yes, my lord.”
“You said he would do the same for you.”
“Without a doubt. We’ve always had each others’ backs.”
Yeshin laughed. “And yet just earlier back there, I saw him eyeing the gate. He was going to let you die while he tried to make a run for it.”
Anira didn’t reply. She didn’t know if Yeshin was speaking the truth or not, and it grated that she couldn’t outright call foul. She had always known she was the sort of person who would throw herself in the fire for the people she cared for, but the question of whether they would do the same for her had never come up before. That seed of doubt nagged at her skull. Would Sugatt have let her die? What about her sisters? They all seemed perfectly happy to leave her to rot with their parents while they got to live their lives.
“You are dismissed,” Yeshin finally said, his voice cutting the air like light at daybreak. “I will speak with General Kassho over what must be done about you.”
“Goes without saying, but you’re not allowed to leave the keep,” Kassho added. “Report to the barracks and wait for me there.” He pointed to the west, where Anira could make out a low-lying building set within a grove of bamboo. Even if he sent her to the dungeons, she was powerless to disobey. Her brother—her whole family’s life—hinged on her doing everything right and not offending them any further.
Without a word, she bowed and obeyed.
Even with the fear hanging over her head like a headman’s axe, Anira couldn’t help but be reminded of her childhood. It was the strangest family reunion, come to think of it. Sugatt to her right, Yenaten to her left. She could easily fool herself into thinking they were back in the long summers of their childhood, waiting for their aunt to fix them a plate of her specialty, soft caramel-coloured rice cakes covered with grated coconut.
“Well,” Yenaten said, slapping her knees. “That could have gone a lot worse. Come on, you two. Rest those scowls and break into a smile here with me. You’re still alive!”
“What are you even doing here?” Anira asked. “You’re free to leave anytime you want. I’m sure they won’t stop you.”
“I’ve nowhere else to go,” Yenaten reminded her. “Ozo’s still waiting back home, remember? I’d rather not spend an hour longer around him than I have to. My mother is most adamant it ends with some form of courtship.”
“Is he really waiting to trade your hand in marriage for your cousin’s?” Sugatt broke in. “I find that hard to believe. Remember, we’re talking about Anira here.”
“You’re already assuming I’ll agree to any of this,” Anira said.
“It’s all for show,” Yenaten replied. “Don’t worry about it. It’s clear he doesn’t want to be there himself. But he doesn’t want to go back home empty-handed, either. So as long as he can say he’s tried. You know how fathers are.”
Not mine, Anira thought. Kassho’s words out there still unsettled her. Unambitious—was that what everyone thought of her father? He was the eldest—a smart, sensible man who settled down young and made sure all his siblings got equal share of their family land and then had children and buried others before having those last two. With just a few, choice words, Kassho had spat on everything Heral had spent his whole life on. She still couldn’t quite remember him. She wasn’t acquainted with all her father’s siblings. For some people, family was only family when they were convenient.
The doors to the barracks’ common room opened. General Kassho strode in with his helmet under his arm. He dismissed their guards with a gesture and stopped at the doorway. He motioned at Sugatt, who got up.
“You’ve been demoted,” he said. “As of this moment, you are no longer responsible for the Captain Talsang’s Eighteenth Division. The men you left behind will be redistributed among the captain’s remaining divisions, and a new Eighteenth will be made.”
“Thank you,” Sugatt said under his breath, which sounded strange.
“I’m not done yet,” Kassho said, holding up a finger. “Your men—deserters, all of them—will be reassigned to me. This isn’t an honour. As members of the Eighteenth, they had a chance to prove their worth and become proud soldiers of the Oren-yaro. They could have climbed their way up to the ranks and become the sort of men their families would have been proud to call their own. No longer. With me, they will be relegated to servants. They will be assigned to whatever tasks I deem necessary: preparing horses, cleaning armour, digging latrines, playing sword fights with mops for my amusement. Unlike the other servants, they will be unpaid. They are required to follow me everywhere I go with a smile on their fucking faces or else I’m sending their heads back here for Warlord Yeshin to throw to his dogs. Understand?”
Sugatt’s face hardly flickered. “Yes, sir.”
“You, my dear nephew,” he continued, “will work right alongside with them. Worse—you are going to be my personal assistant until such a time that I deem you have worked your debt off. I won’t lie to you—as General of the Oren-yaro, my life is anything but easy, and Warlord Yeshin isn’t known for his skills in making friends. I will be in constant danger. Therefore, you will be in constant danger. You must keep your wits about you, more so than if you were back leading the Eighteenth like the good little soldier you were supposed to be. And you’re going to do it for absolutely no chance for a reward: no honour, no glory, no riches. You picked the hound of disgrace, son, and she’s going to be by your side until the end of your days. Warlord Yeshin has banned you from ever joining the army again, and should management of your father’s holdings ever be granted to you, you will lose your every benefit as a royal and be taxed from your mouth to your shithole. Do you understand?”
After a long, excruciating moment, Sugatt nodded.
“Your sister, on the other hand, is free to go home,” Kassho said. His eyes turned to Anira. “I’m not heartless. I won’t take two children from my brother—especially when at least one was just trying to do the right thing. Your mount is waiting for you outside, Anira. We’ll give you enough coin for lodgings for the night and your trip back. Keep in mind this isn’t leniency, either. You will have to explain to your parents what you’ve done here and the part you played in all of it. After all, if you had let your brother give himself up instead of covering up for him, we could have given him a lighter sentence. If you had let him speak for himself, Warlord Yeshin would have looked more favourably on him. Given the circumstances, this is the best the Warlord can give and if I were you, you’d be nothing more than grateful.”




Chapter Six
Anira’s ears were ringing by the time she rode out of the keep. You’ve done it. You’ve ruined your brother’s life. It was all she could do not to go tearing back down so she could grovel at Warlord Yeshin’s feet and beg for it back. Why did they ever think it was a good idea to offer him to serve the warlord? They could have sent her in the first place—they could have sent her and avoided all this trouble. Perhaps she could ask Warlord Yeshin to let her join his army now. If she could somehow make the warlord see how much more useful she would be, she could uphold their family name in a way Sugatt couldn’t.
“My goodness,” Yenaten said, breaking into her thoughts. “You really didn’t believe all that dramatic spiel, did you?”
Anira wiped the rain off her eyes. “It’s like you don’t know my family.”
“Well, not that side, anyway.” Yenaten allowed her horse to prance right next to Anira’s. Her glossy-coated gelding was a stark contrast to Anira’s shaggy mare. “I know mine. And I know it’ll do you a load of good to come home with me first before you do anything rash.”
“Didn’t you hear the man? I’m supposed to explain all of this to my parents.”
Yenaten snorted. “Nonsense! You are coming with me, and I won’t take no for an answer. You’re expected there, anyway. Your parents think we took a ride together, and who are we to disappoint them?” She clicked her tongue and galloped ahead. Anira, finding it the easier choice, followed her.
It was only another hour to the Ampang estate. It looked much bigger than Anira last remembered it, which wasn’t normally how it worked when you looked back on things from your childhood. She could see where the new buildings were built right off the back of the old ones—the stone was cleaner and free of moss. She wasn’t surprised. The Ampang clan could afford such extravagance. Like Heral, Yenaten’s father was bannerman to Warlord Yeshin, though they were aren dar—direct royals, which gave them slightly more power in court than Anira’s immediate family.
“Don’t fret your pretty face,” Yenaten said as they dismounted at the gates. “I’ve got five brothers and they’re all in Yeshin’s army. You get used to them having their own lives. Happiness, my mother used to say, is completely ignoring politics.”
“Not everyone can indulge in that,” Anira said in a low voice. “I just have the one brother, and I do love him.”
“You know,” Yenaten remarked, “I never could remember why that is.”
“I don’t either,” Anira half-whispered. She sighed. “But if I don’t fight for him, who else will?”
“Your parents? Your uncles? There must be at least a dozen others. Hell, let him fight for himself—gods know he’s more than willing to do it.”
“It’s inconvenient, but I won’t turn my back on my brother.”
“Poor, loyal fool,” Yenaten sighed. She waved at one of the servants. “Someone get her a nice dress, at least. One can be both pathetic and pretty. Ozo’s still around, I’m assuming.”
“Yes, mistress.”
“Tell him it won’t be long. We’ll have to get Anira all scrubbed and ready first. Wet dog might be a perfectly suitable fragrance for the Orenar, but guests expect better from us.” She removed her gloves and threw it over her shoulder for the servants to pick up before striding down the path like a princess. She’d been like that when they were children, too. At least some things never changed.
They went straight for the bathhouse, which like the rest of the house was newly built, with marble trim and more spouts of hot water than Anira ever dreamt was possible. Back home, they took turns taking baths in a single tub with the stove built right under it—though more often than not, Anira simply scrubbed herself right beside the well. Such luxuries, especially in cold weather, were just unheard of.
“You’re still thinking about your dreadful brother,” Yenaten commented.
Anira scrubbed her heel with a porous stone and gave her a look. “I’m really not.”
“Forget about him. Enjoy yourself for once. I know I am.” She sank into the hot water with a sigh, gathering the foam over her breasts, and slowly swam to the far end of the pool.
They heard a cough from behind the bamboo screen partition of the other pool. “Seems like you enjoyed yourself way too much,” a deep voice drawled out. It had the consistency of a hammer striking earthy soil. “You’ve been gone what, six hours?”
Hair dripping with hot water, Yenaten leaned across the stone edge towards the shadow peering through the partition. “Ozo, Ozo, Ozo,” she said with a click of her tongue. “Such an impatient man. However do they deal with you at court? And here I was worrying about the best way to present my cousin to you. The least you can do is to be a little grateful.”
“I never recall agreeing to this arrangement,” Ozo growled. Anira couldn’t see his face very well, but from the shape of the shadow, she could tell he was a mountain of a man. “In fact, I recall you just ran off mid-sentence. Did you think that was a good enough explanation?”
“It’s not my fault you waited around. You could have taken it as an insult and left, like anyone with half a brain.” She added that last part with a grumble.
Ozo laughed. “Believe me, I’d sooner be back in Oren-yaro than this shithole. But my father insists I meet you first and it would be impolite to just leave, even if you’ve given me every reason to.”
Yenaten picked up a handful of foam and blew it at his direction. “Well, now I’m back, and you’re still here, and I believe my parents are organizing a party in our great hall as we speak, so let’s move on and pretend we care a little bit about each other, shall we?”
He looked away in irritation. “You know, even if I was inclined to, this marriage isn’t happening.”
“Thank heavens for that. My cousin—”
“I have no interest in her, either,” Ozo replied curtly.
“Are you sure? She might be more your type. All brawn and no…grace.” She glanced at Anira, who lowered herself deeper into the water.
Ozo snorted. “If you think that about me, then you really don’t know me at all.”
“Indeed? My mistake. I do know you’d rather be back in Oren-yaro, beside your prince,” Yenaten said, lowering her voice to a sultry whisper.
“He’s not a prince,” Ozo snapped. “He’s Warlord Yeshin’s son, which makes him a lord. He—”
“Ah, such rage. I only meant to repeat what the rumours say. Maybe he’s not a prince, but he’s certainly your prince.”
“Shut up,” Ozo growled.
“And if Yeshin’s ambitions are to be realized, he’ll be everyone else’s prince, too. Dragonlord Yeshin, Crown Prince Taraji. Isn’t that right, Ozo? Jin-Sayeng politics…ah, how I’ve missed you so! You’re right that this marriage will never happen, but you and I could at least be friends. We’ve more in common than you think.”
The screen suddenly parted with a rustle and Ozo stood there, half-naked, a towel wrapped around his waist. Steam rose from his skin, which had turned red from the hot water. Anira went up to her nose in the water. The man was…unbelievably muscular, enough to make her ears burn. It was probably a good thing he didn’t notice her.
“I don’t know what you’ve learned out there,” he said in a low voice, “but you’ll keep it to yourself. Do you want Yeshin’s eyes on your family?”
“The gods forbid,” Yanaten said, rolling her eyes.
“This isn’t a joke.”
“Isn’t it?” She grew serious. “Your tone of voice alone tells me the rumours aren’t just. It’s true, then. Warlord Yeshin is poised for a power grab. That’s why he’s building this army. That’s why everyone is moving and he’s conscripting unwilling soldiers left and right. He wants Jin-Sayeng, and he’ll stop at nothing to get it.”
“I’ll see you at the party,” Ozo said flatly before striding through the door, all but slamming it behind him.
“And that,” Yanaten said, “is what your brother has gotten himself into. If I were you, Anira, I would just…leave it be. Let the men murder each other from dawn until dusk. There’s a reason you don’t see more women in the battlefield—we’re just far too sensible. If you don’t have to be there, then be glad. You could still come home and have your whole life ahead of you.”
The great hall was familiar. Anira remembered climbing up the second-floor railings to chase a sparrow that got trapped inside the house. The building had large wooden beams that ran along the ceiling, and somehow, she’d gotten it into her head that she could hop up on one and cross the room from above to get to the bird. All Anira had to do was close her eyes, hold her breath, and pretend the beam was nothing but a bench on the ground. She fell, of course, and survived only because the Ampang family’s very alert housekeeper caught her in time. Nothing else surrounding those events stuck, except that she knew she got Sugatt—who was supposed to be watching her—in trouble.
“My precious Anira,” her aunt said. Anira reached for her hand to press it on her forehead as a sign of respect, but the woman never even gave her a chance. She extended both her arms and enveloped her in a hug that smelled of camphor and lint. Right as Anira thought everything wasn’t as bad as she thought it was, her aunt pressed her mouth over her ear. “You better behave,” she hissed. “Your mother is furious.”
And then she withdrew with a wide smile on her face, as if nothing was amiss. Taking Anira’s hand, she led her to the middle of the room, where Ozo cut a remarkable figure in the center. He was now all clothed in green silk, threaded with gold. He wore pants that wrapped around his thighs and exposed his calves, as in the old days, and a vest that showed off all his tattoos. His hair was unbound and reached down to his shoulders in curls. Anira had seen very few men she could define as good-looking
and Ozo was probably right at the top.
“Let me introduce my niece,” Auntie Laora said with a graceful bow. Her fingers dug into Anira’s skin as she pushed her forward. “Lady Anira aron dar Orenar. Anira, this is Lord Ozo aren dar Tasho, sole heir of the Tasho clan to the south.”
“I didn’t know you were related to the Warlord.” Ozo took Anira’s proffered hand. His fingers were cold as he pressed it to his lips, one hand behind his back. It was a practiced motion, nothing more; there was no warmth in his black eyes.
“My father is an uncle of his,” Anira replied.
Laora clapped her hands. “Well, I’ll leave you to get acquainted while I go get some tea. Would you like to dance? I’m going to ask the musicians to play something you can dance to. I hope Anira remembers the steps.” She turned around and left them there.
Anira awkwardly scratched her arm. “I can’t dance,” she whispered. “No one taught me.”
A look of sympathy crossed Ozo’s features. “It’s ridiculous. All this, when we could very well have war on our doorstep. But the priorities of those outside the battlefield are always out of line.”
“War?” Anira asked. “What do you mean war? I thought Warlord Yeshin was just padding up his army.”
Ozo glanced around before taking her aside. “I’m only telling you this because you’re kin to the warlord. But things are not going well. The Ikessar Dragonlord has his eyes on Oren-yaro for no reason other than the idea of a competent ruler threatens him, and we believe he wants to put Warlord Yeshin and all his clan to the sword and take over these lands for himself.”
Anira’s mouth fell open. “But that’s impossible.”
“I thought so, too. Better men have tried and failed. But Prince Rysaran isn’t exactly the smartest ruler now, is he?” His eyes scanned the room thoughtfully. There weren’t really a lot of guests—just people from the household and the spare businessman or two trying to curry favours with the family. “Warlord Yeshin divulged to me that he thinks Prince Rysaran is attempting to trap him. He’s tasked him with protecting the border to Gaspar, knowing very well that area is home to several unrests.”
“The border to Gaspar is beyond the Dragonlord’s lands,” Anira grumbled. “That’s his responsibility, isn’t it?”
Ozo’s eyes flickered. “You got it.”
“What is Warlord Yeshin going to do about it?”
“What else can our glorious warlord do but obey his king?” He snorted. “Of course, Warlord Yeshin expects treachery. When did the Oren-yaro ever get anything but treachery from the Ikessars? They take our sacrifices and use it for their own fame. But our lord is smart. He’s sending General Kassho up there instead. The best of the best, for whatever foul thing the king has up his sleeve. Of course, I’m not sure how good that will be, considering I’m not there. The bastards.”
The music started, and Ozo frowned. With a sigh, he offered a meaty arm for Anira to hold on to.
“I didn’t know you were part of the army,” Anira said, letting him lead her to the middle of the hall.
“I happen to be a major,” Ozo replied. “You wouldn’t know it, though. I spend more time on politics than out in the field. My father’s doing.”
“The title is his doing too, then?”
Ozo grunted. “You’re smarter than you look.”
“I try.”
“You’re right. I probably don’t deserve it.” He twirled her. She returned to his side, and he placed an unwilling hand on her waist. For all that the man was probably capable of crushing her ribcage with one squeeze, his fingers were surprisingly limp. “At my age, I really should still be supervising latrines as a lowly officer with the rest of the noble’s sons. Nothing I can do about that, though. Either I take the title, or I risk an entire province’s wrath for a worthless point. If something is given to you for nothing, then just thank the gods and do what you can to prove your worth.”
“Hard to do that here,” Anira commented. “You’re not very good at dancing.”
“I was going to say the same thing about you. I’ve met boards less stiff.”
She gave a thin smile. “Why not tell them? Why not put your foot down and say you’d rather be—where, exactly?”
“I’d give anything to be riding with Lord General Kassho,” he said. “Then he would truly have the best Oren-yaro has to offer. Of course, I would really rather be in the city, where I can oversee defences and make sure Lord Taraji is well-defended.” He glanced away. “He’s—well, he’s the heir, and Warlord Yeshin’s activities do not bode well for his safety. But of course, they’re never going to let me stay there, either. Everything they want me to do is for show, and they will deny every opportunity for me to do something useful for a change.”
“Wouldn’t he have guards?”
He growled. “What do those assholes know?”
“Things I’m assuming is beneath a major’s concerns.”
The music ended, and they each gave the other a bow.
“I appreciate all you’ve done here and then some, Lady Laora,” Ozo said as Anira’s aunt returned to greet them. “But I really should go. I have to be back in Oren-yaro before morning.”
Laora’s eyes looked like they were going to pop out of her head. “You’re leaving? But it’s so late!” She glanced at Anira in a panic. “Aren’t you going to—Anira, ask him to stay!” Make him stay, the tone of her voice seemed to add.
“I really don’t believe I’m in the position to convince him,” Anira said. “He’s got responsibilities, Auntie. Don’t you, sir?”
“Thank you, my lady.” Ozo took her hand and kissed it again. The action was still cold, still unfeeling, but a slight twinkle now danced in his eyes.
The barrage of accusations began the moment Ozo stepped out the door. Anira was forced to receive an earful from her aunt and at least two of her aunt’s friends, as if it was easier to be angry with her than Yenaten, who started it all.
“It’s how my sister’s dreadful husband raises his children, you know,” her aunt bellowed for nearly half the entire mansion to hear. “No manners, absolutely no manners at all! We tried to fix her up but how do you fix that up? My brother-in-law believes farm animals are enough company for his children!”
“His eldest daughters married farmers too, didn’t they?”
“But at least they got to marry,” another added. “This one seems beyond hope. Is she even a virgin, still?”
“She could at least lose some weight around the midsection. Her shoulders look like a man, and her voice—she even sounds like a man! She could really stand to learn to tone it down. Why—”
Anira found an exit straight out the kitchen door. The women were now so entrenched in gossip they hardly seemed to notice her departure. Without another glance backward, she went straight for the stables.
Ozo was fixing his horse’s bridle as she arrived.
“Where in the borders?” she asked, before he faced her.
His face tightened. “What are you talking about, girl?”
“Lord General Kassho’s assignment,” she said. “Where is it, exactly? North of Shirrokaru? Further east?”
He frowned. “Why ask?”
“They sent my brother with him,” she continued.
“So?”
“He’s not a soldier anymore. They demoted him to General Kassho’s assistant. If they get attacked, his chances of survival are not…good.” She swallowed. “He’ll die.”
Ozo swung into the saddle. The horse bucked under his weight.
“Then let him die,” Ozo suggested. “The world out there is far beyond the understanding of a simple country girl. You’ll be doing yourself a favour, trust me.”
She grabbed his horse’s reins. “Tell me where they’re going. Please.”
Ozo started to laugh.
“No honour, no glory, no riches,” Anira repeated. “My brother was a deserter, and this was Lord General Kassho’s punishment. I get it. He’s brought shame to the clan, and for that they’ve made sure he will never amount to anything again. But he’s my brother. I care about him. I want him home safely. I don’t want my parents to mourn a child. They’re elderly, Lord Ozo. They’ve lived this long without sorrow; let them go peacefully in their deathbeds. Please.”
Ozo’s eyes grew sharp. “So many other sons and daughters will die if Prince Rysaran has his way. What makes your brother so special?”
“Nothing,” Anira said. “Only that he’s mine.”
Ozo tore the reins out of her hands. “Loyalty…” he began, before shaking his head. “You Orenars. Listen, I’m only doing this because you’re Lord Taraji’s kin and he would have given that same sort of spiel if he were in your place. Lord General Kassho will be south of the Gasparian province of Barun. We have an outpost near the border. You did not,” he continued, “learn this from me. If you ever so much as mention it, I will deny it until the day I die. You are not my responsibility and if anything happens to you because of this, I won’t be held accountable.”
“Thank you,” she whispered, bowing her head.
He dug his heels into his horse and rode off into the night.
Anira returned to the estate only long enough to gather supplies for herself. Most of the household was still occupied with discussions of Anira and her destitute family. She had no desire to listen to it any longer. Within less than an hour, she had her mare saddled and ready to go.
“I made a bet with myself that you’d be here,” Yenaten said, appearing by the entrance to the stables. She glanced at her fingernails before uttering a heavy sigh. “And by the gods, I was right. I saw you disappear right after he left and knew it.”
“You can’t stop me, Tenten.”
Yenaten laughed. “I’m not here to stop you. Don’t be silly.” She began removing the saddle from Anira’s mare.
“That doesn’t look like it.”
Yenaten gave her a pointed look before flinging the saddle to the side. She returned the mare to her stall and then reached into the next one to take out a spirited gelding by the halter. “Your poor mare must be exhausted. Let her rest for a change.” She pushed the new horse out to stand in front of Anira. “If we’re going, then we have to travel in style.”
“You?” she asked. “You’re coming with me?”
“Of course,” Yenaten exclaimed as she grabbed new gear from the loft. She flung it toward Anira. “Do you really think you’re going to have an adventure and I wouldn’t tag along?”
Anira stared at her.
“If that look means yes, then you’re wrong. I’m coming along with you, and that’s that. Also, Mother is furious at the both of us, and it’s better if we don’t talk to her again for a very long time. So close your mouth and grab me another saddle, and we’ll be out of here before she knows it.”




Chapter Seven
The pelting rain didn’t cease during their ride to the nearest town. It drew them into a swirling vortex of haze and torrents sharp enough to sting, a world away from the simple comforts Anira had known all her life. Anira couldn’t remember much of the trip except the darkness edging further away, the taste of mud in her mouth, and the perpetual feeling of drifting aimlessly into the void. Only her faith in her cousin kept her trudging through the wet cold, and she couldn’t quite remember the moment they left it all behind.
The next morning, Anira opened her eyes and found herself in a narrow bed, still in her wet clothes, in a room so small it felt like a tomb. The sheets were made of rough cotton, not silk, and the clammy air seeping from the crack in the window had the faint scent of wet earth and pigsty. It wasn’t the sort of lodgings she would have expected Yenaten to pick—at least not if she had any choice in the matter.
The single streak of speckled sunlight breaking through the clouds was a vast improvement over last night, however. Anira gave herself a moment to breathe before changing into drier clothes from her pack, which thankfully had kept out most of the rain. She limped out of the room and had the brief flash of walking through the tunnel-like hallway in the middle of the night. She made her way down a rickety flight of stairs to the next floor. Before she could keep going down, she was nearly knocked to the floor by a giggling woman with a blanket wrapped around her naked torso. The woman barely glanced at Anira as she ran past.
“You’ll be back!” a voice called. Yenaten’s.
Anira sighed and made her way down to knock on the door.
“See, what did I tell you—” Yenaten began, before Anira turned the handle. She walked in on Yenaten under the sheets of a larger bed in a state of disarray. Her hair looked like it had been nested in by at least a dozen rats.
“Put some clothes on,” Anira said flatly. “In case you’ve forgotten, we need to catch up with Lord General Kassho.”
“Good morning to you too, cousin,” Yenaten replied cheerfully. She glanced at her nails before dropping her head back into a pillow. “We have plenty of time. Raha promised to fix us a good lunch before we left. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
“Raha…is the reason you picked this place?”
“It’s not for these hideous drapes, I can tell you that much.” She gathered the sheets around her chest and sat up. “Cheer up, cousin. A large army can’t possibly move as fast as we can. They’ll have gabbing soldiers and horseshit and whatnot to deal with. We’ll have time for a bath and lunch and still catch up with them before Shirrokaru, I promise.”
Anira sat down at the edge of the bed and glanced at the window. “I’m worried about what Ozo said.”
“Gods, don’t listen to that man. He’s the worst of them. He repeats whatever rhetoric he hears from the warlord and his ilk and believes himself capable of original thought. He doesn’t even try to hide how happy he is about all of it. A budding warmonger if I’ve ever seen one. If war breaks out, he’ll be leading the cavalry, screaming murder with the rest of them. I daresay he’ll be screaming the loudest.” She gave a disgusted sound in the back of her throat.
“Sugatt saw the same thing,” Anira replied. “It’s why he deserted. He believed Warlord Yeshin created his division—and others like it—for slaughter. They were going to be sacrificed at the front lines.”
“Then be happy he’s with the Lord General. He’ll be safe.”
“Even General Kassho himself doesn’t believe it. He’s the sort of man who rushes right into the thick of the battle, you can tell.”
“He said that to scare you both. It’s his job. But Sugatt is also his nephew. Of course he’ll keep him safe, even if he doesn’t say it outright. Now—will you be a dear and shut the window? This draft is going to be the death of me, and I’d like to sleep some more.” She yawned and stretched along the bed like a long-limbed cat.
There was no sense hurrying Yenaten when she’d decided to relish the next few hours. Anira returned to her room and squeezed a few more minutes of sleep in. In a faint mimicry of the dreams she would have about her father, she was assailed with images of thundering hooves and road dust and chasing after her brother while they carted him off to the dungeons. You picked the hound of disgrace, son, and she’s going to be by your side until the end of your days. In her head, Kassho’s laughter sounded like the roaring sea.
Yenaten insisted her worries were unfounded and took her sweet time getting reacquainted with Raha, who owned the inn and insisted they stay not just for lunch, but dinner, too. Anira endured several hours of watching them trade sultry glances and feed each other spring rolls with their fingers. It was late evening when they finally saddled the horses and returned to the road; Anira felt so stuffed that even sitting upright in the saddle felt laborious.
They took the western road, right within view of the jagged, snow-capped mountains overlooking the Ikessar lands. A long time ago, the Ikessars tamed dragons and rode them along those very peaks. Anira once heard that if you squinted hard enough under the right light, you might still see their dragon-towers from the road itself—they were supposed to be in better shape than the ones in Oren-yaro. Anira had never seen them before. Their lands were so close to the road, and yet she’d lived her whole life never even having travelled this far. Had her father? She hated to think so. The man was in his seventies…he had lived long enough to explore beyond the boundaries of their world. But that only made her think about how young she was in comparison. How young, and naïve. Wasn’t she the one who wanted to stay home after her brother had left? Wasn’t it her father who said she should do more?
She swallowed the thick, wet air, and realized the truth lay somewhere in that thick fog of fear. Not fear for herself, but fear for her family—of leaving them behind, undefended, of having their whole worlds upended while she went off to do things for herself. It was why she couldn’t bear leaving the farm. The very fear that haunted her childhood years had turned around, and somehow, she’d convinced herself she couldn’t leave her parents the way her father would have been forced to leave them if Warlord Yeshin had rallied his bannermen way back when. It felt ironic that the only thing driving her now was to stop her brother from doing the same thing—to prevent him from walking out of their lives forever. She wanted her parents to live out their remaining days in joy. To know they had lived a good life, raised good children, and made all the right choices, despite what everyone else thought. In a land full of turmoil, such stories of love and warmth were rare.
She glanced at her cousin, who pranced ahead, hair blowing in the wind. Her cousin, who was on this same journey to spite her mother. Anira suspected all her other travels started the same way. If Yenaten had a glimpse of her thoughts, she would laugh.
And so, by the end of the day, Anira had traveled further than she had ever had before. Home became a construct in her brain, an idea that wasn’t so much a real place anymore. It was now just a thought, a memory, a dream; the real place didn’t feel like it existed anymore. It was a strange, hollow sensation that only grew worse as the days wore on. She wasn’t sure she hated it, but it was uncomfortable all the same. She just wanted to find Sugatt. She wanted to bring him home, even if it meant doing it under Kassho’s nose. She would deal with the repercussions later.
But Lord General Kassho was moving faster than Yenaten predicted. The sightings of him from the roadside villages showed he had fewer soldiers than a general of his ranking would have with him—less an army and more a band of explorers, intent on covering as much ground as they could. He seemed to make an effort not to stay in any settlements longer than he had to. The villagers said they completely avoided the road leading to Shirrokaru—at the first crossroads, they swung north.
“Maybe we’ll catch up to them by the bridge near the border,” Yenaten told Anira. She sounded like she was trying to cheer her up. Maybe she was cheering herself up—her mood was growing sourer by the minute. After getting confirmation of Kassho’s activities, they picked up speed themselves, which meant no daily baths or changing of clothes or even time to comb their hair. Yenaten’s looked like a haystack. You could drop a pin in it and never find it again.
But they were ominous words, even with the casual maybe. The bridge overlooked the border, a massive arch of blocky, stone architecture with the presence of a soldier wearing one-too-many pieces of armour. Walls and a gate had been built to protect the crossing from Gasparian intruders, and the guards hailed them as they passed.
“We’re looking for Lord General Kassho!” Yenaten called to them, waving her handkerchief in the air. “He was sent here to patrol the border!”
The guards looked at each other. One eventually made his way down to salute them both. “They were here yesterday,” the guard said.
“They must have gone to one of the border outposts,” Anira said. “Which one?”
The guard stared at them dubiously. “If I may know who’s asking—”
“Lady Yenaten, Lady Anira,” Yenaten said impatiently. “Answer her question.”
“None,” the guard replied. “They went through.”
“What?”
The guard pointed at the gate. “They went to Gaspar.”
Anira swallowed. The hollowness dissipated. Suddenly the fear was a giant claw in her stomach, threatening to tear her inside out.
The guards let them cross. Nothing prohibited Jinsein citizens from leaving, and Gaspar entertained open borders with the arrogance of a land that let their own lords do whatever they pleased so as long as they paid tribute to their king. Anira’s father used to say that Jinsein warlords were as ferocious as they were only so they could withstand the might of the Gasparian lak’an. Both had to fear the other, or else war would ripple along that border and cascade down into both their nations.
Anira told herself the tales of the bloodsucking Gasparians and the ferocious beasts that guarded their warrior-mages were just that: tales. Sometimes the best way to control people was to create a common enemy; many of Jin-Sayeng’s frequent civil wars had been curbed so that warlords could unite against the perceived threat of people so like them if you put them beside each other, you wouldn’t be able to tell them apart. It was hard not to imagine them at all, though, when she saw the wide grasslands and low-lying mountains unfold on the horizon. Dragons bearing Jinsein warriors once split those skies, covering the clouds with a haze of fire and smoke. Dragons that once gave Jin-Sayeng the might to be one of the most powerful kingdoms in the continent, the very fear of which kept empires that would desire to conquer the nation at bay. But no matter how strong Jin-Sayeng was, Gaspar stood its ground. She reminded herself that the old stories spoke of how they were all descended from the same people, who first landed in Gaspar before spreading throughout the continent. To fear Gaspar was akin to fearing her own brother.
“There’s smoke on the horizon,” Yenaten said, breaking an hour’s worth of silence with relief. “Kassho and his men?”
“Let’s hope so.” Anira clicked her tongue, urging her horse to clamber up the road past her cousin. They hit a grassy slope covered with red-tipped foliage that gave the whole field the appearance of being blanketed by fire. She spotted more smoke and the tops of tents.
“Standard Oren-yaro,” Yenaten called from behind.
That was all Anira needed. She broke into a gallop, forcing her horse around the low hill.
An arrow flew past her ear.
Anira slowed down to a canter before fulling her horse to a stop in front of the archer. “Renel,” she greeted. She couldn’t stop herself from grinning. “You need to work on your aim.”
“You need to learn to stay still and maybe stop poking your nose where you’re not expected,” the young man replied, leaning back against his bow. And yet he looked happy to see her—beaming, even. He gave a quick bow. “You’re a sight for sore eyes, Lady Anira. What are you doing all the way out here?” He glanced at Yenaten as she came riding up from behind.
“Gods know,” Yenaten replied for her. “I could use a fire, though. And some food.”
Renel cocked his head back. “I’m sure they’ll welcome you at camp, if you’re bringing news. You…are bringing news, aren’t you? All the way from back home? You didn’t just come here for Sugatt or anything?”
Yenaten threw Anira a dirty look.
Renel scratched his cheek with a finger. “They weren’t too happy with your interference the last time. I’m not sure why you rode the way out here just to do it again. Don’t let the others catch you. They’re all angry. None of us joined the army only to end up slaves for life.”
“I chatted with Major Ozo. What did General Kassho say you were doing out here?”
“Patrolling,” Renel replied.
“Past the borders?”
“I don’t question orders,” Renel said, with a hint of a growl. He sighed. “Please, Lady Anira—I don’t want to get into trouble again.”
“You won’t. Just let me speak with Sugatt.”
“You’ll do no such thing,” a voice thundered from further up the path.
“Shit,” Renel grunted. “Shit.” He dropped to the ground, his head all but disappearing into the grass.
Kassho walked past him with the energy of a bear who couldn’t be bothered to chase down his prey. He stared at Anira and Yenaten both and seemed to stop himself from blurting out the first thing on his mind.
“Couldn’t wait a week, could you?” he commented instead. “Did you come here of your own accord? Ah, what am I saying—my brother wouldn’t have the balls to send you. I’ve got half a mind to give you what you want. Your brother’s out here with the big boys, Anira, and so are you. Both of you have no idea how the world works, and maybe you’re safer with your goats or whatever you do to pass the time in that silly farm of yours. If I order you to turn back now, would you do it?”
Anira dismounted, her hand drifting to the hilt of her sword. “I’m not your soldier,” she said under her breath.
“But you are my niece,” Kassho said. “Even my bastard son wouldn’t cross me this way.” Kassho whistled for his guards. “Tie her up,” he continued as they approached. “We’ll keep her here until I figure out what to do with her. Gods. And here I thought I was blessed to have no daughters. I should’ve asked my brother to keep an eye on his. What a damned cruel joke.” Shaking his head, he walked away, leaving the guards to deal with Anira.




Luc




Chapter One
“You’ve got a letter,” Hana said at the door.
“Thank you, Hana,” Luc replied absently.
“Aren’t you going to open it?”
“Thank you, Hana,” he repeated. “You can go.”
She didn’t. She crossed her muscular arms and leaned against the doorway. “Sulking won’t make her come back, you know,” she pointed out.
“I know,” Luc said with a sigh. He shoved his fingers through his wavy black hair. He couldn’t even remember when he’d last cut it—it reached down to his shoulders now, and he really didn’t enjoy having to tie it. No—he remembered, he just didn’t want to, because it was probably when Roena was still talking to him. He stuck a finger on one of the papers on his desk and listlessly pushed it around. Going through documents was the last thing he wanted to spend the rest of the afternoon on. Gods knew what else he could do, though. Everything else seemed to have been ripped away from him without his approval.
“I have time to talk if you do,” Hana continued. “Can’t imagine it’s healthy keeping whatever you’ve got bottled up inside.”
He let out another sigh. “What’s there to say?” he asked.
Hana stepped through the doorway and closed the door behind her. She pulled a chair, turned it around, and sat on it backwards so she could lean on the frame. “Let me give it a shot,” she said. “You’re obviously sad.”
“Sad is not a good word for what I’m feeling.”
Hana reached across him to the bookshelf propped up next to the window. She grabbed a book. “What’s another Kag word for sad,” she muttered. “Pensive? Depressed? Forlorn, crestfallen…ah-hah!” She jabbed at a page eagerly. “Heartbroken!”
“She didn’t break my heart,” Luc said, looking away.
“You can’t do a worse job of lying if you tried. Gods damn it, you’re a lovesick hound. Of course she broke your damn heart.”
“What’s there to break? We weren’t together.”
“No, right. You were just fucking like rabbits every chance you got.”
He felt his cheeks colour. “That’s such a crude way to put it.”
“Agartes’s balls, man, are you blushing?” She leaned across the desk. “What are you, twelve?”
He gestured helplessly at the door. “I recall saying you can go. Why aren’t you going?”
“Because you’re not the boss of me.”
He held up a finger. “Technically, I’m—”
“Shush. Technicalities. You pay me because if you don’t, I’d tickle you with a blade.” She got up and grabbed him by the arm. “Come on. You’re not going to take it well if I suggest we go to the whorehouse, so how about we beat some sense into you? You can do with the exercise.” She prodded the flab on his belly. “Maybe that’s why she left.”
He frowned. “With the amount of paperwork I have to do around here, I barely have the time.”
“Sure, but that doesn’t change the fact that her husband still looks like a god chiseled out of stone and you’re…well. You.” She waved haphazardly in his direction.
“At least I don’t smell like onions or have hair coming out my back,” Luc grumbled as he followed her down the narrow staircase and towards the courtyard. She was probably right, anyway—it would make for a suitable distraction. Running a business had left him with knots on his shoulders and bags under his eyes along with the aforementioned gut—and the last time he checked, he was only twenty-five. He once thought being head of a mercenary company meant he would naturally find himself in top shape. But as the years wore on, he found himself confined to his desk more often than not and most of his battles were waged with pen and paper instead of swords and shields. Along with making sure their clients were happy, creditors needed to be fended off and city officials required bribing. Hana and, for a time, the nobleman’s son Caiso operated as his officers—he hadn’t taken part in a job for a good two years now. It really was the easiest thing in the world to pretend his business partner Roena left because she’d grown tired of him, but a part of him knew her better than that.
“I thought we went into this business because you wanted adventure,” she’d told him—in bed not even five minutes after lovemaking. (She hated that too, that word. She found it unbelievably childish.) “Why won’t you join me? What’s keeping you chained to your desk?”
“Blackwood Marauders made its name by being the only reliable mercenary company in these parts,” Luc replied. “Letters get answered promptly.”
“Hire a secretary.”
“It’s the personal touch that does it,” Luc continued. “You and I have talked about this.”
“Hire a secretary and teach him to sign your name! It’s three damned letters, Luc! I don’t get why this is so hard for you.”
“And if the clients want to meet? If coin needed to exchange hands? Where can I find a secretary I can trust with our treasury? You’d complain about that, too.”
“You make it sound like there’s anything in it.”
He groaned. “Exactly my point. And the children—”
“And here comes the real reason,” she said, gathering the sheets so she could sit up. It was the middle of winter and any amount of exposed skin would immediately sting from the freezing cold. “They’re not even your children. Leave them with a guardian and send a stipend every month. I’m not saying throw them out of the streets to starve. I’m saying for once, do something for yourself. For once, Luc, think about what’s good for you and not the damned orphans.” She grimaced, as if having to utter the very words brought her a spasm of pain.
“You make it sound so—”
“Stupid?”
He tightened his jaw. “I’m all they have. My father was there for me when I was growing up, and it meant the world to me. I’m going to do the same for them. I am Cate and Barr’s father, as far as I’m concerned. I’ve always wished you could see that.”
“I didn’t say don’t be. I’m saying prioritize the things truly important to you. Or are you just going to stay here and rot for the sake of a couple of snot-nosed kids?”
He sighed. “I would love to just get up and leave any time I wanted to. I’m not sure you understand how this operation works. If this whole thing just runs itself while I go off and do worldly things…then yes. I’ll go with you. How about you convince Caiso it’s worth his time to stay behind and do administration? The gods know Hana won’t.”
Roena gave him a cold smile. “You know he’d never say yes to that.”
“Then—”
“This is your problem, Luc, not mine. All I’m doing is shining a light on it. It’s a problem and I need you to figure it out.”
He could still hear
her words now, a full year later. She had stopped visiting Lionstown since that last fight, choosing to correspond to him in letters only—curt, polite, deliberately cold letters that addressed him as Mister Apn Jak and signed as Lady Draigar. He knew she was trying to goad him into admitting he was wrong and giving her what she wanted, and for the first time since he’d met her, he was standing his ground. She didn’t like that, and she was punishing him by not giving in herself. Her loss; he’d always known she wouldn’t bend. He never expected her to. Truth be told, he’d given up on expecting anything from her from the very beginning. She did what she wanted and that was that. He was but an afterthought in her grand scheme of things.
He pulled away from the memories and stretched his arms under the sun, the irritation spreading to his muscles. Maybe it was a good thing he was as annoyed as he was. It always helped him focus.
Hana whistled. “Coming at you in three…two…”
She charged.
“You never give me enough time to prepare!” Luc roared as he turned to meet the blow. He felt his left calf muscle twitch. He should have really stretched his legs, too. Hana’s sword struck his with a force that made his shoulders tremble.
“Your enemies wait?” she laughed.
“My enemies always wait,” Luc huffed, making a half-turn now, swinging his sword from the left side. It was damnably heavy. Since when did they make swords so heavy? “I treat them with fairness and respect and they always stop to talk first. And then—”
“You talk some more. I know. Roena hated it about you. One of these days it’s going to be the death of you. You’ll talk and they’ll take your head off before you can even finish your sen—”
He charged like a lumbering bull. She sidestepped, striking him between the shoulder blades. The blunted blade still burrowed into his skin, leaving a welt. She kicked him, sending him to the dirt. He rolled over, clutching his belly.
“One for Hana,” she smiled.
Luc frowned and picked himself up. Charged her again, forgetting the sword and going for her legs. He wrapped his arms around them, causing her to fall backwards. She tumbled and for a moment he thought he had won, except…
She wrapped her legs around him in return, twisting her whole body to the side. He found himself pinned to the dirt, chin on the ground, while she sat on him with her knee pressed on the small of his back. He had one arm bent backwards at an odd angle. His sword clattered a few paces away.
“Like men haven’t tried that on me before,” she said sweetly. “I’ve been on more tavern brawls than you, love.”
“My sword—” he began.
She twisted his arm. He groaned.
“Two for Hana. Come on, Luc. You’re making this too easy. Do you want me to tell you all the things you did wrong?”
“Please,” he grumbled, laying his cheek on the dust. It wasn’t like she was going to let him say otherwise.
“Where to start? Well, you blare out your movements a full second before you even act. You’re thinking, that’s the problem. You can’t think. Train often enough that your movements become second nature. Your enemy can’t tell what you’re going to do if you yourself don’t even know, hey?”
“You’re making no sense.”
She twisted his arm tighter. Luc roared and tried to crawl for his sword; she finally got up and let him. It was pathetic. But he felt a moment of satisfaction when his hands finally wrapped around the hilt. Something about it made him feel powerful, like he could fool himself into thinking his problems could be solved just by virtue of having a blade in his hand. He wondered if this was what everyone else in the company felt like. There were honestly better ways to make a living—ways that were just as shitty, but didn’t involve putting your head as collateral for a change—but he couldn’t think of anything else that made you feel like there was something you could do about it.
He spun around to meet Hana once again. She probably let him catch up, probably felt bad. He didn’t care. He lifted his sword and swung. This time, they had a proper spar—a slow but fluid dance that at least woke up his joints and muscles. Sweat poured down his brow, down his chest. A cloud covered the sun for an instant, casting a strong shade on them, and he saw an opening and slammed the bottom edge of his blade against Hana’s. He screamed, pouring all his energy into the single motion.
Her sword fell from her grasp, landing on a heap next to the benches.
“Good!” Hana exclaimed. “Now you’re all warmed up. You’re not hopeless after all!” A trickle of blood leaked from her thumb, but she didn’t even look like she noticed it.
“You’ve been saying that for years,” Luc said, striding over to pick up her sword. He returned it to her hilt-first. “And you change your mind every other day.”
“True, true. You have a way of regressing that boggles the mind.”
“Are you ladies done?” a voice called from the far end of the courtyard.
Luc took off his shirt and wiped his face as Treda appeared. Luc still found it hard to pick out the plain-faced, brown-haired, nondescript man from a crowd, even after five years of working with him. They discovered within their first year of operation how much of a gift it was. Treda could carry out tasks and not be remembered for it, which was useful if a client required them to do things that were open for legal interpretation.
“This lady is very much not done,” Hana said, wiping her fingers on her tunic. “Come have a round with me, Treda. Would be more interesting than picking locks all day.”
“No, thank you,” Treda replied. “I value my limbs and I know you’re only looking for an opportunity to push me around. I’ve got news. You uh—you are both aware Yn Garr Industries has been trying to contact us for weeks, right?”
“I mean, they just sent you a letter,” Hana said. “I left it in your office.”
Luc wrung his shirt and draped it over his shoulder. “There’s a pile I have yet to open. I don’t know why they’re bothering me, truth be told. Last I checked, Ylir yn Garr had fallen off the face of the earth and Roena’s his last contact. I thought we’ve cut ties with them.”
“Ah, shit,” Treda said. “Maybe you should have opened the damn things.”
“Why?”
“Because there’s a messenger at our door, and he doesn’t look thrilled.”
Luc didn’t rush up to meet the messenger immediately. Roena had taught him the value in letting people wait. He didn’t get it at first—in his mind, the faster people’s problems were dealt with, the faster he got rid of them.
Roena had laughed. “You’re teaching them you’re nothing but a dog, giving in to all their little whims. Stop it. Let them wait. Let them respect your time.”
He couldn’t quite tell her it was different. Of course she got away with it—she was a lady. A noblewoman. She didn’t even have to think about the consequences if people didn’t respond to her charms, and compared to her, he had absolutely none. He didn’t exactly hold it against her, but she did grow up in a castle with servants who waited on her hand and foot. He, on the other hand, was the eldest son of a poor farmer from foreign lands. Some things you couldn’t erase overnight; some things you couldn’t erase altogether. Fair-skinned, slim-waisted Roena was the epitome of beauty in those parts—someone who, in his very biased opinion, was a goddess straight out of the pages of a book. He, with his brown skin and black hair, stood out as an outsider. Those who knew a bit more would spot his Gorenten blood immediately. He’d lost count of the number of times he’d had to explain why he was in the Kingdom of Hafod at all, as if—unlike everyone else—he needed to have a reason for being. One look at him and people immediately began tracing a line through his history, weighing his worth by their assessment of whether or not he belonged there. Was he an escaped mage-thrall? Should he be walking around in broad daylight? How did he speak Kag so well? He was powerless to stop them.
But even he could grudgingly admit she had half of it right—people didn’t think better of him when he waited on them hand and foot. It made them worse. He’d lost count of the number of times he’d walked into the meeting room to welcome a client and they hastily ordered him to serve them drinks or tend to their horses. What began as a way to secure their comfort quickly became an exercise in futility. Making space for himself every second of every day got tiring fast.
So as an in-between, he started making them wait a little. Not enough to make them angry, but enough to make them wonder about the importance of their task. If they were there to make petty demands, the wait sapped their irritation. He particularly liked taking them off guard—sending a jug of wine up first so they didn’t confuse him for a serving boy and then walking in just halfway through the first glass. That way, he got to them while they were buzzed and most amenable to cooperation. Roena didn’t need the timing; he did.
He sent the wine up and got into fresh clothes so he didn’t reek of sweat. But he realized as soon as he walked through the meeting room that none of it was necessary. The wine lay untouched on the table; the messenger looked flustered. Luc’s appearance was far from an annoyance—it was a relief.
“Please tell me you’re going to send the men,” he said.
Luc pulled out a chair for him. “Sit.”
“I don’t have time. I have to get back to Cairntown as fast as I can. Why haven’t you answered the letters?”
Luc glanced at his desk. He could still spot the latest one on top. Because I expected anything coming from Yn Garr to be addressed to Roena, and…
Even his own thoughts didn’t want him to admit it. He was waiting for her to come back and open them herself. A year of waiting, knowing a woman so full of pride would never grace him with her presence the way he wanted her to, and waiting some more anyway.
There was no point in lying. “My business partner handled the correspondence with Ylir yn Garr,” he said, pretending nothing he’d just said bothered him. Roena was lovers with Ylir, too. It was partly why he didn’t want to open the letters. He didn’t want to know what was still going on between them. “Normally, he’d visit if there’s something he wants from me, and so I thought…”
The messenger swiftly got up to grab his wine at last. He drained it in one gulp.
“—that it wasn’t important,” Luc finished lamely. He scratched his head. “I was wrong, wasn’t I?”
“So wrong,” the messenger gasped, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. The wine, at least, had restored some of the colour to his skin. “Ylir yn Ferral, which is his real name, has been…indisposed.”
“Indisposed,” Luc repeated. “He’s dead?”
“Oh, even worse. He went under the master’s nose and…well, long story short, he’s locked up in a Gasparian jail cell where the master seems all-too-happy to let him rot in. Gods know why, he has the resources to get him out.”
Good riddance, Luc wanted to say. But he kept his mouth shut. There was more to this.
“I need more wine,” the messenger gasped.
Luc walked over to the windowsill where he kept a couple more bottles and uncorked one. He sniffed it. It wasn’t the best from the cellars, but he didn’t care about impressing the man and he wasn’t sure the man cared all that much either. He poured him a full glass and then chugged the rest straight from the bottle. The dredges tasted like cork.
“Long story even shorter,” the messenger continued, “is that Master Yn Garr is not in the best mood these days. He needs a job done, and your division’s been tasked with carrying it out.”
“What’s the job?” Luc asked.
“Escort a caravan,” the messenger said.
Luc paused. He was expecting there to be more. When the messenger stopped for another mouthful of wine, he laughed. “That’s it?”
“It’s a very important task,” the man replied. “Utmost secrecy, and the caravan needs to make its way to its destination safe and sound.”
“That’s a given.” Luc placed the wine bottle on his desk and crossed his arms. “Why us, then? Last I heard, your master’s got the whole Boarshind Company wrapped around his little finger. Not to talk bad about my soldiers—they’re competent, but we’re no Boarshind. We don’t have the numbers or the skill or…well, whatever I’m sure a man of Gorrhen yn Garr’s calibre is expecting. Ylir only entertained us because we didn’t have ties with his master.” And because of Roena and well…
“With Lord Ylir locked away, Master Yn Garr has started going through his assets and contacts to seize for himself,” the messenger replied. “Your name came up, and it was deemed appropriate to send you out there. You, specifically, Luc apn Jak, in case I wasn’t clear before.”
“Me?” Luc asked.
“The caravan route begins from the border of Gaspar across Jin-Sayeng and then to the west. We’re told you speak Jinan fluently.”
“The father who raised me was Jinsein,” Luc said. “Still…translators are a dime a dozen.”
“The master doesn’t want a translator. It’s an added complication. He wants a leader. Dealing with the warlords of Jin-Sayeng will be a pain by itself. Some of them have set up checkpoints…getting a caravan through would be a challenge. You’ve got a reputation as someone with a head on his shoulders.”
“It’s a head all right,” Luc said. “Just as easily severed if I cross the warlords the wrong way. I hope your master isn’t expecting miracles.”
“With the kind of men we’ve dealt with in the Boarshind…you’re a fucking gem, believe me.” The messenger grimaced. “And if you’ve only opened your letters, this would have all been smooth sailing. As it is, his patience has worn thin. The caravan’s been waiting for weeks. You need to leave immediately. I have a ship waiting for you at the docks. Get your soldiers ready to sail for tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow?” Luc asked. “Give me another day, at least.”
“No,” the messenger said. “Another day, and we’re all dead. Gorrhen yn Garr can destroy everything we own and everyone we love, and knowing him, he will. For God’s sake, man, don’t argue. Pick your soldiers and let us worry about everything else—weapons, equipment, coin. Refusal is off the table and failure is not an option.”




Chapter Two
A day to prepare for travel across the continent was hardly enough time for Luc to do much more than call up a meeting in the dining hall, rock in a chair, stick his hands through his hair, and murmur, “Shit, shit, shit,” repeatedly.
“I mean, I can’t stay here,” Hana said, breaking the silence. “Someone’s going to need to look after the boss. Look at him.” She jerked a thumb over to where Luc was now softly rapping the table with his forehead. “Let’s face it. He’s a mess without Blackwood.”
“Thank you for the vote of confidence,” Luc drawled. He sighed and finally lifted his head up. The head-banging wasn’t working to remove his throbbing headache, anyway. “But she’s right. About the part where I need someone. I can’t do this without an officer and she’s the best I’ve got.”
“Ouch,” Treda said.
Hana glared at him.
“Oh, you know what I mean,” Luc replied. “And I’m going to need you too, anyway. What if I need locks to pick or to do that…thing you do.” He made a vague gesture at Treda’s general direction.
“We’re not rampaging through a dungeon,” Hana said. “Not this time. And I can pick locks, too.”
“Yes, but you stand out,” Luc said.
She grinned. “Too pretty?”
“Yes.”
She blinked. “Wow, you’re not even lying, are you?”
“What do I know? I’m a mess without Blackwood.” He sighed. “That’s three. I’d like at least six others, and no more. Enough to deter any trouble along the way—I’ve heard those woods are crawling with bandits—but not too many that we’ll make the warlords suspicious. It would be nice to know what we’re escorting just in case we do have something that will make them suspicious but I’m not really the one who makes the rules around here.”
“Are you done wallowing in self-pity?” Hana cleared her throat. “I recommend you take Ilus, Bren, Janar, Nayan, Hamis, and—” Her eyes skipped past the silent, glowering man at the end of the table and towards the young, bright-eyed girl sitting next to him. “Shel,” she finished.
The man slammed a fist on the table. “What?” he demanded. He was unshaved and unkempt, still reeking of whisky from the night before.
“Shel’s from Ni’in,” Hana explained. “She speaks Jinan, too. We’ll need backup, in case Luc ever gets incapacitated or…” She made a cutting motion across her neck with her hand.
“I’ll do it myself if you don’t explain why I get left behind,” the man snarled.
“In case you weren’t paying attention to our prior dilemma that is making our dear captain shake from head to toe: someone needs to stay here, help run the place,” Hana continued. “Clients still have to be entertained; letters answered…”
“Wait,” Luc said. “You want me to leave Demon in charge?”
Even Demon looked confused.
Hana smiled before nodding.
“Walk me through your reasoning here, please,” Luc continued. “It’s sort of blowing my mind. We all know Demon here”—he nodded towards the angry-looking man, who looked even angrier now—“no offense meant, of course…”
“None taken,” Demon growled.
Hana sighed. “If you leave someone sensible like yourself in charge, it will be almost like an extension of you, Luc. You follow me? It will keep the Blackwood Marauders’ reputation as the easiest mercenary company to deal with this side of the continent, and I know it sounds like I’m being sarcastic but despite my initial misgivings, it hasn’t been a bad run so far. You attract steady clients who just want dependable workers for safe, mundane jobs, and I’ve had a great time with it, believe me. You’re not the only one who’s gained a midsection.” She patted her belly and smiled. “But see, what happens when they screw up? What if someone like Treda here looks away for a moment and suddenly you have a client’s son’s insides torn apart for an unholy beast of the Kag to feast on?”
“We tear him apart,” Demon said brightly. “For punishment!”
Hana laughed before pointing. “See? Right there.”
“I’m not following,” Luc said.
“We’ve made it this far not because you’re easy to deal with, Luc, but because you’ve kept a clear head when problems arise,” Hana said. “We’re not going to get that with just about anyone we leave behind. So why not leave someone like Demon in charge? Then the urgency of the situation is made clear to our present and potential clients, most of whom will probably choose to just wait for Luc to return and apologize—profusely—for the unfortunate situation.”
“So what you’re saying,” Luc said, “is that you want someone who might screw up so spectacularly that in our return, I’m going to be an improvement?”
Demon still looked confused, but Hana nodded with a grin.
Luc groaned. “If we only knew where Caiso is. Our biggest job in years and we don’t have him or Roena.”
“You didn’t pay him enough, Boss,” Treda replied. “You knew that was always going to be a problem.”
“It wasn’t the money,” Luc said with a sigh. He glanced at the ceiling and twiddled his fingers, before deciding there was no point hiding it anymore. It was probably really obvious to everyone, anyway. “He wanted me to pursue work just like this one. The kind of work that has us chewing through soldiers like locusts razing a field or raising hell somewhere. Big, important work. But I told him that sort of thing comes with casualties. A matter of fact for him, an unforgivable devastation for me. I maintained that I will not risk anyone if I can help it, so he went, and that’s that.” Roena had stopped coming to Lionstown right after Caiso left, too, which was…well, now that he thought about it, was probably the tipping point. Both had the same opinions about him. Both wanted bigger.
So where the hell are you now that I need you? he thought as he stood outside the apartment he was renting across the street. He wiped his shoes on the steps before untying them and leaving them by the doorway. Despite how cold it was, he couldn’t help it. It was habit, instilled by a father who maintained that the only way to keep a small house clean was to make sure he didn’t track dirt inside.
He opened the door.
“Oh, Mister Luc,” Missus Sandre said at the hallway. “The floor’s too cold for that.” She pointed at his feet.
“Da’s home!” a voice shrieked. Two small figures came hurtling past the hall to envelope him in the tightest of hugs.
“Can’t breathe—” Luc began. He poked his head through Barr’s tiny arms. “How was your day?” he asked Cate.
“She got into a fight with a boy at school,” Missus Sandre said with a click of her tongue. “She bloodied his nose.”
“Oh no,” Luc said.
“Oh yes,” Cate replied with a huff, crossing her arms. Her sandy hair stuck out like a handful of hay. “He deserved it.”
“I bet he did. Was Barr good, at least?” Luc asked, glancing at the four-year-old who was now rapidly trying to wipe the snot from his nose on Luc’s trousers.
“Barr,” Missus Sandre said, “ate a pencil.”
“Oh no,” Luc repeated.
Barr looked really proud of himself.
“Your children,” Missus Sandre began. “Your children need a…”
Mother. She was going to say that. She always did. He didn’t want to have to explain that fathers could be just as good at raising children, too, and he had the best example out of all of them.
“Thank you, madam,” Luc said. “I can take it from here. I hope you have a good night.”
She frowned without saying anything, though he could guess exactly what was going through her mind just by the way her eyes danced. Just as well that he didn’t pay her for her opinion. She took her hat and cloak from the doorway and stepped out of the apartment, taking with her the stale, rosy stench that wafted over her skin like clouds. Luc closed the door behind her and tried hard not to show his relief. It wasn’t a good idea to impart his misgivings on the children—it wouldn’t be fair.
“Now,” he told the children as he forced a grin on his face. “How about we find a nice place to have a meal?”
They ate at a tavern down the street—a quiet place that served the most delicious rabbit stew and meat pies in Lionstown. Barr ate with both hands and choked the food down like he didn’t eat all day which—as Luc discovered—was the truth, as he’d spilled his lunch and was probably why he tried to eat the pencil. Missus Sandre could have figured that one out for herself, he thought with a sigh. Taking care of children wasn’t hard as she made it sound like. He would have liked to find them a new nanny, but he wasn’t going to have time—not when they must be at the docks by morning.
“Hey,” he told them after they ordered dessert (honey cakes and lemon pie, which he knew was cutting it so close to bedtime), “you know there’s nothing more than I want than to stay home with you two, right?”
“What did you do now?” Cate asked, narrowing her eyes. Her mother had been one of the mercenaries present way back when Luc first took charge of the Marauders, and the older she got the more she looked like the fierce, humourless woman who wouldn’t have thought twice of snapping Luc in half if he ever got in her way.
“Nothing,” he said. “But well, I have to go away for a trip, and I’m not going to be back for some time. A few weeks, at least. Maybe months.”
Cate fell silent for a few moments. “Is Roena making you?” she finally asked.
“No,” Luc replied. “Roena is gone, remember?”
Cate held up a finger. “You never really said so. Hana said you still think she’s going to come back which means technically, in your head, she’s still telling you what to do.”
“You’re way too smart for your own good. Hana’s coming with me, too.”
“What?” Cate asked. “You’re leaving me alone? With him?” She pointed at the boy who couldn’t seem to wait for dessert and so had decided to pick his nose and eat what he found there.
Luc gave a grim smile. “I’m going to ask Missus Sandre in the morning before I leave.”
“Smart,” Cate said, narrowing her eyes. “That way she can’t say no, huh?”
“I do plan to leave her with a fat bag of money, too.”
“Do I get some?”
“In return for making sure Barr is alive and well when I get back? I’ll triple your allowance.”
Cate clapped her hands. “I hope you have a safe trip!”
“You could miss me a little, you know,” Luc said.
She gave him the most excruciatingly innocent smile. “I can’t miss you if you don’t leave.”
He had to choke down a glass of water to stop himself from laughing. This was the kind of thing he often wished he could show Roena. She visited often in the three years after the care of the children had been handed down to him, but she never stayed long. He knew she wasn’t built for domestic life, but she could at least have seen what it meant to him. He didn’t need a mother for the children—he didn’t have one when his father took him in. All he needed was for her to wait until Cate was older and the business could run by itself for a while. Hell, if he had thought of the Demon solution sooner, he would have done it in a heartbeat.
He wanted adventure, too, after all. He wanted to see the world and it would have been so much better if he could do it right beside her. She was his first glimpse of that. He knew he’d told her that dozens of times. What else could he have done? She meant the world to him, but so did the children. She knew that. He’d bared his heart to her often enough.
Roena, on the other hand…she had a whole world that didn’t involve him. A husband. A duke for a father. Lands to help manage and parties and whatever else it was noblewomen busied themselves with. No matter what she said about wanting to go off and leave it all behind, she never got around to it.
He caught a glimpse of his face on the empty metal plate in front of him. He caught a crease on his forehead, one that hadn’t existed before. Was that it? Was that all it was? They were older now, no longer the foolish dreamers from five years ago; life had somehow caught up to them and screamed its realities in their faces. You couldn’t just get up and leave everything behind just because you felt like it—not when what you were leaving behind needed you.
Well, he thought later that night, after the children had eaten their fill and he carried one and half-dragged the other back to their beds. Here I am, about to travel to Agartes knows where, pensive and anxious and all those things you’ll say I shouldn’t be feeling when I should be excited over the unknown…and you’re not here. Say whatever you want, Roena—you’re the one who’s not here.
He took a deep breath, kissed the children goodnight, and turned back into the hallway. The trek to his empty bedroom was long and lonely, and nothing but the frigid touch of his sheets rocked him to sleep.




Chapter Three
Missus Sandre wasn’t too pleased with the sudden guardianship of children she’d only agreed to look after for several hours of the day, but the promise of coin did the trick. Luc boarded the ship that would take them straight to Gaspar with lighter pockets and a wet kiss from the children on each cheek. Hana waved at them as the ship left the docks, promising all sorts of fantastical creatures to take back home as pets.
“Provided they don’t murder anyone on board,” Treda said ominously as they drifted further into the sea.
“Don’t be silly,” Hana said. “We’re going to test them on you first. Lock them up in your room while you sleep, see if there’s enough of you left the next day.” She was in good spirits. Luc couldn’t remember the last time she’d left the island city, either. They had limited themselves to local work since Roena and Caiso left. Truth be told, they were all a little sluggish and out of shape.
Luc took advantage of the days at sea to rectify that. Morning exercises, mock fights, and a strict diet of dried meat, fresh fish, and lentil stew became the rule. The ship’s captain was less than amused—it wasn’t a big ship, and nine mercenaries running back and forth the cramped deck made for a rocky journey. By the time they got to Gaspar, he seemed more than happy to be rid of them, and Luc himself was feeling better about the prospect of riding a horse all day. His belt felt looser, and he could walk up from the bottom deck all the way to the top without losing breath.
They got their gear from a store overlooking the harbour which was mostly sundried fish and squid, rice, and flour. It also contained fresh travelling clothes, horses, and rope and blades aplenty. The Gasparians they dealt with seemed unconcerned about foreigners and even less so about the cost of all the equipment—Luc figured Yn Garr Industries did enough business out here and kept a tab.
A man called Ranias met them right outside of town. He was baked brown from the sun, with a beard that covered his mouth and hair that looked like it hadn’t seen shears in over a year.
“You’re the Marauders?” he asked, glancing at the letter in his hands.
“The Blackwood—” Hana started.
“Yes,” Luc said. “That’s us.”
Hana frowned but didn’t comment.
Ranias looked unimpressed. “I was expecting a bigger crew,” he said.
“I wasn’t called in for the size of my crew,” Luc replied.
Treda coughed.
“It’s true,” Hana added. “They called him in for his tongue.” She turned around and grinned at Treda, who slapped her hand with glee.
Luc massaged his temples and sighed. “I know they don’t look like much.”
“Oh no,” Ranias said, shivering. “I really don’t care what you look like. You’re not the first to come in. What I’m really hoping is that you’ll be the last.”
Luc grew serious. “What do you mean?”
“We’ll ride and talk,” Ranias said. “That way there are less chances of you rushing all the way back to the ship.” He laughed a little, but Luc suddenly had the sinking feeling he wasn’t joking.
“You’ve been briefed on the job details, I’m assuming,” Ranias continued as they took the western fork on the road.
“We’re escorting a caravan all the way back to the Kag,” Luc said, leaning over his horse. It was a stocky mare, just the type of solid, steady animal he liked. He hated the sort of flighty, fleet-footed horses Roena preferred—they always made him feel like he was going to find himself on the ground with a mouthful of dirt and a hoof up his ass any moment. “I’m to make sure the warlords of Jin-Sayeng don’t pay too much attention to it. Sounds simple enough.”
Ranias gave a chuckle. “You’re really not from the Boarshind, huh? I was told I’m going to be dealing with an entirely new company. We’ve had to outsource. We’ve been running out of men.”
Hana raised her hand. “A couple of us were with the Boarshind before. We shifted to the Blackwood Marauders after.” She made the emphasis while shooting Luc an angry glare.
Ranias glanced at her. “Hmm. How long ago?”
“Five years.”
“I’ve been with the Boarshind all of ten years—ever since I was a little kid with arms the size of twigs. Can’t say I’ve run across you. But then again, it’s a big company. Five years sounds about right. A lot of this only became clear after, you see. And if you knew anything, you wouldn’t have walked in here looking like you did.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Hana asked.
“Excited. Happy.”
She laughed. “How were we supposed to look? Sad?”
“Frightened,” Ranias said. He sounded serious.
Luc cleared his throat. “You’re not making any sense.”
“Clearly, you’re professionals.” Ranias gave a grim smile. “You haven’t even asked what the hell was inside that caravan before you took the job.”
Hana chuckled. “Uh, should we have?”
“Consider this a lesson in doing your due diligence,” Ranias said. “Yes, you should have asked what the hell it was, and yes, I don’t care what they said you’re getting paid—you should have asked for more money. Double. Triple. That thing inside the caravan…it’s a magical beast that kills nearly everything it touches. We’ve wasted over a hundred men just trying to wrestle it into that box, and three dozen more trying to get it on the road. You’re the fifth group he’s sent and I don’t know if you were picked because he’s desperate or you really are the best but I’m begging you, for the love of all that’s good and holy, to get that fucking thing out of my hands.”
Ranias’s declaration all but ensured the ride to the Boarshind camp had less humour than a group of prisoners marching to an execution. A sour mood drifted through the entire crew like a foul wind, made all the worse by the dreary weather.
“I’m starting to not like Gaspar,” the girl, Shel, commented after that first crack of lightning painted the sky.
“Oh shit,” Treda said.
“What?”
“You’re new, so I’m going to lay out the basics for you,” Hana broke in. “One: everything that can go wrong will go wrong, and two: if you make an outright declaration…”
The rain began to fall. Every torrent felt like a shard of glass.
“—the gods will see fit to make you regret it,” Hana finished.
“Thanks a lot, Shel,” Ilus grumbled, digging deeper into his cloak. He was a big man and seeing him frightened of a little rain would have been comical under any other circumstances.
“You’re Baidhan,” Nayan said. “You should be used to this weather.”
“It’s not this humid in Baidh,” Ilus retorted with a sneeze. “Mother of mine, I thought we were going someplace warmer.”
Nayan rolled her eyes. “Did all the woolen cloaks not clue you in, or…”
“Shut up, Gorenten dog,” Ilus grunted.
“Don’t let this Gorenten dog catch you in your sleep, or else—”
“Enough,” Luc said. “I know we’re all on the edge, but it can’t be as bad as he’s saying.”
“It killed over a hundred and thirty, Luc,” Hana whispered. “You’ve got to be a little worried at least. A hundred and thirty Boarshind men—where I come from, that’s not just a statistic. That’s a warning.”
“We know we have to be careful,” Luc replied. “That’s a given with any job, but it’s more imperative you all realize that now. A hundred thirty careless men can slip down a mountain path, one after the other. Doesn’t matter how good they are—a mistake’s still a mistake. And all it takes is one to realize there’s another way around.”
“I have to give it to you, Luc. You’re at least getting better with the metaphors.”
“When was I ever bad at them?”
“You had that phase three years ago, after Roena gave you that book…”
He nudged his horse forward. He didn’t want to stick around and listen to what she had to say—not, at the least, when it involved Roena. He wanted to forget she existed, even for just a few days. Weeks. Months. Possibly forever. He didn’t want to examine what he felt about her or her absence—that in any other circumstance, he would have gladly offered her his heart, his love, and the rest of his life. But he knew—he’d always known from the very beginning—she didn’t work that way. He had respected that. If she needed him, he would be there for her, always. He’d always made that clear to her, too, which was why he didn’t go chasing after her when she decided not to come back after all.
But gods, it hurt to be reminded that loyalty didn’t go both ways. It hurt to remember he was the kind of idiot who would give without ever asking what was in it for him in return. And if he’d gone all the way out here to make a point to her…
Because if he was going to be honest with himself, that’s exactly what he had done. He’d gone here to prove to himself he didn’t need her after all. That she’d made a mistake, and her lack of faith in him wasn’t a personality flaw but an affront. And it was rapidly going wrong already. Here they were, wrestling with something that could very well end them, and he was thinking about a woman. Maybe he was hopeless. He hadn’t even seen the creature yet.
They reached a small compound nestled deep in the wilderness. To the naked eye, it looked like a mining operation, a scattering of tents, loose rock, and all manner of picks and shovels. The smell of smoke hung heavy in the thick air.
“The men will see to your horses. Come and have a meal with us,” Ranias said.
Luc glanced at the others before tying his horse next to the fences set up near the camp. He followed Ranias to the biggest tent, where canvas was draped over a fire holding a pot of stew that boiled merrily underneath a film of fat. The man tending to it ladled one into a tin bowl, which he immediately handed to Luc.
The warmth seeping through the bowl helped settle his nerves. He slumped down on a log beside Ranias, who was already ladling the concoction into his mouth. Luc stared at his harrowed face and dripping hair. “How long have you been out here, anyway?”
Ranias spat out a bone and wiped his face. “You know,” he replied, “I’ve lost count.” He started laughing.
Hana settled down beside Luc and whispered, “Man’s losing it.”
“I’m not losing it,” Ranias snapped. “I might soon, if you all get killed, but I’m not losing it yet.”
“Three years,” the cook broke in, waving a ladle at Ranias’s direction. “He’s been here three years. The men come and go…most go in flames or in various states of decay…but this man right here has somehow survived them all. Funny how it all works, eh?”
Luc frowned and glanced at his stew. It suddenly looked unappetizing. He sighed and forced himself to take a sip. It tasted like salted pork, with potatoes and carrots and flavoured with garlic, a pinch of pepper, and bay leaves—oddly, a little like the stew Luc’s father used to make when he was a boy. Yn Garr at least wasn’t skimping on the supplies. He picked out a bay leaf and flicked it to the ground. “Why don’t you leave?” he asked.
“You don’t quit on Yn Garr,” Ranias said. “Not if you value your life.”
“That’s been made clear to us back in Lionstown,” Hana commented. “His messenger wasn’t subtle at all. Walked straight to us crying, if you can believe it. I’d hate to think what Yn Garr did to him—man’s definitely got his balls in a vice.”
Ranias gulped down the last of his stew and placed the bowl on the ground. “Which is why it’s imperative you take this seriously. Listen—the hard part is over. Believe it or not, your job is simple. Take the caravan away from here. Go to Jin-Sayeng and head west. And whatever you do, don’t look inside the box. Does that sound hard?”
“No,” Luc said, glancing at Hana.
Hana looked amused. “I take it everyone else looked inside the box.”
Ranias laughed again. “They never learn. It’s like watching cats claw at a dog’s cage. What the hell are you going to do once the lock opens? Spit at the damn thing?”
Luc swallowed. “Tell us about this beast.”
“All I know is that it looks like a dragon,” Ranias said. “But it’s not. It’s a demon, a creature from hell. It knows…magic. Get too close and it can twist your mind, make you turn on each other. Some people are so weak, it’s used them as its pet. I, apparently, am resistant to its effects—one of the few people who can be around it and not blow his damn brains out. Blessed day.” He spat again. “You—you don’t have to worry anymore. Like I said. We’ve contained that thing, and the cage holding it is laced with spells. It can’t do anything. It will try…” And here he began sketching on the soil, outlining a small square in the sand. “Get close to the box, and it may try to call to you, get you to break it out. You need to keep a certain distance. About this close…” He made a circle around the square.
“Wait a moment,” Luc said. “It can talk?”
“I wouldn’t call it talking.” Ranias straightened himself. “I’ve never heard it. But others claim it does. At the very least, that it will play with your mind. Drop suggestions into your head. It is imperative you speak to everyone in your crew and make sure they’re aware. To stop it, all you have to do is say your thoughts out loud. The magic loses its potency once other people hear their own thoughts, and of course, you can physically stop whoever is attempting something untoward.”
“I take it if we ignore these suggestions, it won’t end well,” Hana said.
“Even if you do, there're no guarantees. The third company…was it the third? We heard the screaming not even a few paces from the gate. Someone had jammed his head into the cage and the creature had cracked it in half and was slurping the contents. Everyone else from their crew who tried to help to close the cage was eviscerated. Imagine that single caravan, with all the writhing, fresh bodies around it. I think I’ll see it in my dreams to my dying day.”
Luc turned to Hana. “I’m really not liking any of this. Maybe we should have asked for double the pay.”
“If we get back home safely,” Hana said, “can we send Yn Garr another invoice?”
Eventually, Ranias seemed to gain enough courage to take them to their charge. It was a long walk from camp to the edge of a cliff. The path was paved, which told Luc they hadn’t at least been idle in the last three years. From the higher vantage point, he could see fields down below. The grass swaying softly against the wind was touched with red.
They eventually reached a cave that looked manmade. Right at the mouth sat what appeared to be a covered wagon, though to Luc’s eyes it looked like a steel box on wheels. The wheels were easily twice larger than a normal carriage’s and much thicker, too. He felt something in the air, a tingling that felt like the beginning of a sneeze. He thought he could hear heavy breathing, like the hallowed wheezing of a man pressing his face between the bars of a prison.
Luc tried to gather his thoughts. It was like trying to reach for them through a thick haze of fog. “Is it inside that thing? It doesn’t have air holes.”
“No sir, it does not,” Ranias said. “The box itself is made of battered steel, stronger than plate armour. I believe Yn Garr had it especially made by master craftsmen from the Kag. It can take a whole barrage of arrows without a dent. What you see is just the outside. There’s a cage built right inside it, also made of steel. You could drop it from the top of a tower and it’ll hold its shape.”
“You didn’t answer my question.”
“As far as I’m aware, it doesn’t need any air,” Ranias continued. “Nor food, nor water, to live. It will feed, if given the chance, and it prefers humans. Whenever it eats, it grows slightly larger. And so, it’s sort of a problem if you get eaten, because we’ve built the cage only so we can stuff the bastard in and it wouldn’t be able to move. If it grows even just a bit more, we’re going to need a much bigger cage—which might make it impossible to transport then.”
Luc felt something prickle his spine. He thought he could still hear it breathing, which was odd now after what Ranias just said.
He turned to Hana, who shivered. “I really don’t like this.”
“As long as we follow the instructions, we should be all right,” Hana said, in a voice that made it clear she was just trying to convince herself. She looked like she wanted to bolt.
“Will horses go near it?” Luc asked, turning back to Ranias.
Ranias gave a thin smile. “Sure. They won’t be thrilled. But that’s part of the job. Control the horses. Control your men. It’s all really not that complicated, in theory.”
“And somehow, we’re to slip all of this under the warlords’ noses,” Luc said.
“We’ve never even gotten that far,” Ranias replied. “If you do, it’ll be an improvement. I’m sure you’ll figure it out. I hope you do. For all our sakes.”
Luc turned his attention back to the box. “I feel like someone’s tapping on my bones,” he said in a low voice.
“That’s funny,” Hana replied. “I feel like someone’s sucking the marrow out of mine.”
Luc ran a hand through his hair. “Well, talking about it won’t fix it. Let’s get the horses ready. Maybe it will go away once we’re on the road.”
Hana nodded and turned around. As she walked down the path, Bren came running uphill.
“We spotted something on the horizon,” Bren said, panting. “I think you better come look.”
He led them to the other end of the cliff where they could see clear past the fields to the valley below. Ranias got there first, and his already shadowed face seemed to grow darker. It was another camp. At the far end, Luc could make out a red banner marked with the sigil of a white wolf, flapping against the wind like a hungry serpent.
“It never just rains, does it?” Hana commented, just as the storm bore its full weight down on them all.




Chapter Four
“Those are Jinsein soldiers,” Shel whispered.
They were up to their chests in the thick grass, on a lower hill overlooking the camp. It had taken them over an hour just to hike around the guards’ line of sight, and Luc was afraid a single breath might give them away. Every little drop of rain made him jittery.
Wiping his mouth, Luc turned to Ranias. “They come here often?” Luc asked.
Ranias shook his head. “Not like that. Jinsein bandits, or local lords’ soldiers maybe…but look at the armour on those fellows. All that polish is making my eyes hurt.”
“Who polishes their armour before battle?”
“Someone looking to make an impression,” Shel piped up.
Luc turned back to Shel. “You think so?”
“I didn’t grow up around here, but I’m sure,” Shel said. “They must have been sent by a royal, at least. A warlord, even.”
“Could you tell which one?”
Shel squinted at the banners. “There’s about a dozen clans that use wolves on their sigil…and they’re all from the province of Oren-yaro. That’s as good a guess as I can ever make.”
“It’s good enough for me. I’m glad we brought you along.”
She gave a sheepish grin. She was an unlikely addition to the group, even before all of this—yet another example of what Roena called Luc’s predisposition to picking up strays, though of course she was no longer around when Shel joined to have made that comment. She would have, though. Shel was about as inconspicuous as he was. An orphan who somehow found herself alive in her sixteenth year through sheer luck, who was ready to do anything to survive and had made peace with the lengths she’d go through to keep breathing. She seemed just happy she didn’t have to resort to whoring or theft.
“Oren-yaro,” Ranias grumbled. “I’ve heard of the bastards. Vicious assholes. They’re supposed to be the most feared warriors in all of Jin-Sayeng—taught to fight to their last breath or else they’ve got something worse waiting for them back home. Ten of their elite soldiers are as good as fifty others, if the rumours are true.” He got up and patted Luc’s shoulder. “Good luck.”
“Hey—”
“I like this about as much as you do, my friend, but my only job is to make sure you and the caravan are on the road. What happens after that is out of my hands.” He made his way down the hill.
Luc sighed and turned his gaze back on the camp below. “They could be a patrol,” he told Shel.
Shel smiled nervously. “You heard Ma’am Hana. Everything that can go wrong…”
“I know, I know.”
“Maybe they’re just here to sightsee,” Shel chirped.
Luc grinned. “A lovely sentiment. But I can’t take the risk.” He rubbed the rain out of his eyes and scampered down the hill after Ranias. “Is there another way through the border?”
“There’s only two bridges along the Sabo River,” Ranias said. “The main bridge that takes you straight to Shirrokaru, and then another further inland mostly used by the farmers and river folk in that area. Both will be heavily guarded.”
“That other one is much further east from here, if I’ve looked at the map correctly.” Luc chewed on the side of his cheek. If they could cross that much further down, they could make it through. “What’s the status on importing goods into Jin-Sayeng from Gaspar?”
“It happens often enough that it shouldn’t arouse suspicion. But if you declare goods, they’ll be inspected. We specifically don’t want them inspecting this one. You need to be good at chatting the guards up.” The exasperation in Ranias’s voice had turned gravelly. Luc had never seen someone so clearly in need of a good’s night sleep before.
“There’ll be more eyes on the western bridge,” Luc said. “We’re near the capital, and these soldiers all but ensures if we cross there we will be stopped. But the eastern bridge…if we can shake these soldiers off our tail, it will give us a better chance of sneaking through without suspicion. I can chat my way through, probably.”
“I don’t doubt that. But how do you suppose we get there in the first place? We still have this camp to contend with. Any movement and the soldiers will definitely know we’re here.”
Luc rubbed his chin. “A diversion. Get a supply wagon loaded, send people to guard it, have it leave in the middle of the night under heavy guard…”
Ranias’s eyes brightened. “Their eyes will be on that one.”
“Exactly.”
“Then we sneak the other caravan through and head for the eastern bridge. By the time they realize what just happened—if they even realize what happened—we’ll be well on our way and the others can just catch up.”
“That almost sounds like it makes sense,” Ranias said. “I don’t want to hope, but damn. Damn, you might just have my ticket out of here. I haven’t said that in years, fucking hell. I can’t wait to get into the nearest brothel.”
“The town’s not even an hour away.”
“An hour is too long to leave the thing unguarded. I don’t trust any of my men.” Ranias shivered. “And this whole thing is worrying, on top of everything. Three years I’ve been here, and the only time we’ve encountered patrols is when we go down to Jin-Sayeng to replenish supplies. They’ve never cared about a handful of men slipping back and forth through the border before. But that camp…is situated right where there’s no way for us to move without alerting them. Almost as if they’re here…for us.”
Luc felt his skin prickle.
“I’m probably overthinking it,” Ranias continued. “They haven’t been here long—maybe it’s pure coincidence they picked this spot.”
“Maybe,” Luc said.
Ranias didn’t reply, which Luc was oddly grateful for. A single word would be enough to ruin the illusion that they all had it under control.
Creating an elaborate plan of attack—or escape, as it were—was Luc’s forte. He’d gotten really good at it back in Lionstown, when all he had to do was sit at his desk, discuss the specifics with Roena and the rest of the crew, and then twiddle his thumbs while waiting for results. Roena took care of mostly everything on the field, which she was good at. She rarely suffered casualties, no matter the job. In retrospect, he should have really asked how often they stuck to his plans. The amused look in Hana’s face told him it was much less often than he thought. She didn’t bring it up while she barked orders for everyone to get the dummy caravan and the horses ready, but he could tell she was waiting for just the right time to douse him with the truth. Probably when they were knee deep in arrows or something. Hana enjoyed theatrics, more than what was healthy for a mercenary who enjoyed staying alive.
“All right,” Luc said at last, turning his horse around to face her. “You won’t hurt my feelings if you tell me the truth. Roena would have just plowed through, wouldn’t she? Come hell or highwater, she wouldn’t waste all this time on bullshit ideas that almost likely won’t work and get right down to business.”
“She would have initiated a meeting with the head of the camp immediately,” Hana said. “It’ll make everything less suspicious, to start with.” She glanced at him. “It’s just too bad you can’t wave your tits at them and call it a day. Have I ever told you how bloody inconvenient that is?”
He scratched his ear. “I can try, but I doubt it will do anything but piss them off.”
“Then again, maybe we’re being too hasty. Roena did jump your bones the first time she saw you. If whoever’s leading that army has the same reaction, we’re in business.”
“Can we try my way first, Hana?”
She sighed. “I sent a letter to Blackwood the morning we left.”
He grew sombre. “You—damn it. You’re supposed to tell me these things!”
Hana shrugged. “She’s technically part-owner of the company, so it’s well within her rights to know what’s going on.”
“Don’t I know it. She’s been withdrawing from the funds all year.”
“And I’m sure she’d like to know what you’re up to. Out of concern, nothing else.”
He frowned. “I’m not sure what that’s going to do.”
“Someone can come look for our bodies to bury us if we screw this up.”
“Roena never would. Especially not in this weather.”
“Ah, maybe you’re right. She might at least pay a priest to offer prayers for our souls.”
They watched the dummy caravan roll out right ahead of the other and creak all the way down the road. Luc tried to ignore the persistent feeling of things clawing from under his skin. Now that he was really close to the creature’s cage, it almost felt as if they were trying to break through. He struck his forehead several times with a fist before regaining his composure. One thing at a time, he whispered to himself. He rode up to Bren.
“You ready?” he croaked.
“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Bren said, taking a deep breath. He, too, looked like he was wrestling with his own demons. Luc clasped his shoulder and shook it.
“Remember, if they stop you, let Shel over there do the talking. Keep your eyes down, and your head down, and don’t interrupt. Don’t make any noises at all—don’t click your tongue or sigh or—”
“I got it, Luc.”
“Jinseins are big on respect and this particular clan is very sensitive to insults. If in doubt, apologize twice and let them decide what to do with you later.”
“I’ll be as respectful as I was at my grandmother’s funeral,” Bren said.
Treda coughed. “If it’s anything like how I acted at mine, that’s not a ringing endorsement.”
Bren puffed up his chest. “Let’s do this. Nayan, Treda, Shel—” He waved at them and drove his horse down the path. The dummy caravan rattled off behind them. The real one stayed on the path, half-hidden by the swaying branches.
“Wouldn’t you rather have me there?” Hana asked as the crew disappeared from sight.
“Their leg is less dangerous than ours,” Luc said. “That’s why I picked all the ones I liked for their caravan.”
“Fuck you, too,” Ilus grumbled.
“Don’t fret, Ilus. Luc loves you. I’m sure you’re only here because you make a great target,” Hana said, patting the big man’s back. Ilus shrugged away from her hand.
Luc continued waiting, water dripping over his face. The wind continued to howl around them. The weather was more than just terrible now—they were right at the heart of a storm. Far from making him wary, it made him feel much better about their plan. The chances of the soldiers spotting them amid all this dreariness and fog was much lower. If they were lucky, most of them would still sleep in their tents. He sure as hell wouldn’t be leaving warm blankets for any of this, especially so early in the morning.
Once he was sure Bren’s group had a few minutes’ head start, he clicked his tongue and coaxed his mount forward. Janar, who was in the driver’s seat of the wagon, flicked a whip over the horses’ heads. The large beasts immediately seemed to panic, digging feathered hooves into the mud as they tried to scramble on top of each other.
“Whoa!” Janar called, tugging at the reins. “Damn beasts are fidgety! Careful we don’t fall into the ditches!”
Luc turned his horse around to grab one of the draft horses’ bridles to help. It felt like trying to grab hold of a storm, and his own mount danced with uncertainty. “Easy there,” he called, patting the horse’s face. “You’re fine, girl. You’re fine. It’s mud and rain. We’ll get some carrots in you in a second.”
“Even the damn thing doesn’t believe your bullshit,” Ilus grumbled.
“It’s the fucking creature,” Hamis interrupted. “Can’t you feel it? It’s like I feel the urge to—”
“Unlock the cage? Yes. We’ve talked about this,” Hana said.
“Or stab Ilus with my thumbs,” Hamis grumbled. “Hey, man. Remember you still owe me from that card game?”
“Fuck off!” Ilus snapped. “You cheated, you asshole!”
“You son of a bitch! You’re the one who—”
“Stop. Stop,” Luc broke in. “Agartes, you were all warned. We haven’t even gotten far and you all can’t wait to bite each others’ heads off. It’s all that creature’s doing, remember? Hana—get the other horse. If we’re going to have to crawl along the rest of the road, so be it.”
She nodded with effort, the movement jerky and unnatural. It was as if she was trying to hold something back, too.
“Say it out loud, Hana,” Luc said. “Remember, you have to hear it with your ears. Then you’ll know this is all just a trick.”
“I’m fine,” Hana snapped. “I’ve got it under control.”
“You’re not fine.”
“Gods damn it Luc, I’m fine!” Realizing she’d yelled, she shook her head. “Stop worrying about obeying the damn rules, kid. You’re a fucking mercenary—act like it.”
“I’ve always wondered what you all mean when you say that. If you all think I’m too soft—”
Hana snorted. “We do.”
“Then why don’t you all leave and form your own groups? It’s easy to pretend to be tough, but when the chips are down it’s not so easy to make decisions, is it? I know not everyone is made for logic, but you can all at least try.”
“Did you just call me an idiot?”
Luc stared at her, quivering in his seat. Did he? His own thoughts were rapidly becoming difficult to separate from his emotions. Roena should have been there. Roena should have…she should have…
He struck his head with a fist. The sharp pain sent some of the thoughts flying back, and he regained a semblance of himself once more. He wiped rain from his mouth, grabbed the horse’s bridle again, and dragged it forward.
“Fucking hell, Luc!” Hana called behind him.
“I know,” he whispered. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean any of that.”
“You did. I sure as hell did. But…”
“I know,” he repeated. “Let’s just focus on getting out of here, all right?”
Somehow, they got the caravan a few paces down the path. Another ten paces, he found the sensation had returned to the skin-deep unease.
“It’s teasing us,” Luc said.
“Or it knows there’s no point attacking us now,” Hana replied. “It’s resting, or it’s stopped trying. Ranias said the spells should keep us safe from it.”
“Not from each other, though.” Luc glanced at Ilus and Hamis; both still looked like they wanted to tear each other’s heads off with their bare hands. Only Janar seemed unaffected, and he was sitting right next to it. Luc made a wise choice with that one, at least.
“I could just leave them all behind and take you, Jan,” Luc commented. “We’ll probably get further that way.”
Janar grinned. “I won’t complain so as long as—”
He never got to finish his sentence. An arrow took him in the throat, pinning his body to the driver’s seat. The smell of the blood drove the horses over the edge; they panicked and fled up the road, their hooves thundering through the mud as they carried the caravan with them. Luc grabbed one by the bridle again and was thrown off his saddle during the attempt. He landed on his back in the mud and saw an armoured figure gazing down on him from horseback. The man was carrying a halberd the length of a horse. There were others behind him, enough armed soldiers to make a fight futile.
The rain fell. He got to his feet, just as another arrow was loosed, striking the side of the caravan and barely missing his head by a hair’s breadth. He turned around and placed his hands behind his head.
“We surrender!” he called against the sound of the rain.
“Luc…” Hana began.
“This isn’t the time!”
“I would rather die fighting than be murdered.” The muscles along her shoulders grew tense. Luc could see her fingers straying towards the hilt of her sword. Luc had the sudden image of her on the ground, studded with arrows. She wouldn’t even get to draw.
“I said drop your weapons!” he snapped.
She hesitated another second before carefully unstrapping her belt. A moment later, the others followed suit. The swords clattered to the ground, one after another.
The leader of the Jinsein soldiers pushed his horse down the hill. Luc cleared his throat as he approached. The man was very tall, in black armour with the faintest indigo sheen under all the rain. Luc couldn’t see his face under his helmet, nothing save his eyes, which were black and full of fury.
Luc bowed. “We’re travellers,” he said, realizing how difficult it was to keep his voice calm when he knew he could be killed any second. “Traders. If you let us grab our wares, we’ll be on our way. Is there any way we can make this work? Would you take a token, sir, in appreciation for your kindness? We don’t have much, but we can make this worth your while.”
The man made a fist and struck him on the chin, knocking him out cold.




The Killing Corral




Chapter One
Anira tested the ropes around her wrists and gave the deepest sigh she could muster.
“For the hundredth time,” her guard said, “that won’t work on me, Lady Anira. Take it up with General Kassho.” His dark, stubbled face, half-covered in black hair, glowered at her.
“I have to use the bushes.”
“Again? But you just went less than an hour ago.”
“I’m not going to escape—you have my horses and we’re in the middle of nowhere.”
The guard leaned against his spear with a sigh. “We don’t care about you escaping,” the guard said. “We want you to. None of the others want to be within a foot of you after what you did. We’d be back with our families by now if you didn’t insist on dragging us back to Lord General Kassho.”
“Or they might have run you into the mud for deserting.”
The guard sighed again. “Maybe. But at least there was a chance, and now…” He glanced at the window. “I know you’re really just trying to talk to Sugatt. You should know it was Sugatt himself who said he didn’t want to talk to you.”
“Ask him if he can eat his pride by the end of the day. Ask him—”
“—yourself,” a voice grumbled from behind the window. “I’ll take it from here, Jinto. She talk your ears off yet?”
“Just about,” Jinto said, rubbing his head as he walked out. “If I’m going to deal with latrine duty the rest of my life, I’d rather do it in peace. Tell her to go home and spare us this bullshit. I’m going to go take a piss.”
Sugatt appeared by the doorway in with a pot of rice and two plates, which he deposited on the table next to them. He sat down.
“You’ve both caused more trouble than this is worth,” he said. His eyes were solely on Yenaten’s. “What were you thinking, indulging her?”
“I didn’t indulge her in anything,” Yenaten said, throwing her hands up. “She wanted to come here. It was just more convenient for me to travel along. Long story, Sugatt. Maybe I’ll tell you if you join us.”
“Join you where?” Sugatt asked, his face tightening.
“I came to tell you this was pointless,” Anira said, getting up. “We’re at the edge of war, and Uncle means to drag you right into it. We’re going home, and if he won’t let us, then we’ll do it against his will.”
“You were thinking of my well-being when you insisted I turn myself over in the first place!” Sugatt said. “Now you’re asking me to desert again. You’re making no sense. I told you something fishy was up, from the very beginning, and now you’re telling me you finally believe me?”
“I didn’t…realize you were telling the truth. But we met Lord Ozo in Yenaten’s house, and he all but confirmed that Warlord Yeshin means to fan the flames of civil war. He wants Jin-Sayeng, and the key to victory may be whatever Lord General Kassho is seeking here.”
Sugatt seemed less interested in her news than because she brought it. “You thought I was exaggerating.” He scowled. “You’ve so little faith in me, so now that you’re convinced I was right all along, you come in here to meddle with my affairs once more. Don’t you tire of playing the good one, Anira? We already know our parents love you the best.”
“I came to tell you that you were right,” Anira said, exasperated. “If they have their way, you’re going to find yourself in the middle of war. You’re right and I’m sorry. I should have believed you.”
Sugatt was quiet for a good minute. “You know,” he said, “I thought hearing you say that would make me feel better. It doesn’t. The damage is done, Anira. Deserting a second time would bring a worse fate to us and our family, especially now that we’re so close.”
“So close to what?”
“Sit down.”
“But—”
“Sit down, Anira.”
She slumped on the floor and frowned. He reached down to untie her ropes and then stepped over to Yenaten to do the same thing.
“This was the least fun I had getting tied up,” Yenaten commented.
Sugatt ignored her as he scooped rice onto the plates and spooned stew over it. He deposited each on the floor next to the women.
“Yeshin does want war,” he said in a low voice while Anira and Yenaten ate. “Kassho all but confirmed it with the letters he’s been sending back south. He’d leave them lying on the desk while he asked me to run errands. He didn’t think I’d been reading them, or he didn’t care that I was.”
“We’re his brother’s children,” Anira said. “Of course he knows you would read the letters.”
He gave a grim smile. “He talked about Yeshin’s instincts being correct. Prince Rysaran was hiding something from the rest of them. When he asked for the border defences to be bolstered, he specifically told the Oren-yaro to avoid this area.”
“So he sent the Oren-yaro north and then told them not to go here? That makes no sense. Lord Ozo said Prince Rysaran sent the Oren-yaro north.”
“General Kassho said we volunteered,” Sugatt replied. “He claimed it’s our duty. We’re the most powerful army within sight of the northern borders.”
“Do you think Dragonlord Rysaran set a trap for us?”
“Why would he do that?”
“Because he’s an Ikessar,” Anira said impatiently. “You need to brush up on your reading, Sugatt. The animosities between the Ikessars and the Oren-yaro is legendary.”
“Legendary means a thing of the past. If the throne gave Yeshin a reason to rebel, he’d take it without question. Unless…”
“It’s what he’s doing already,” Anira whispered. She wasn’t sure what she felt about swimming in conspiracy. Wasn’t it just at the start of the month that her only problem was sealing the windows before the next hurricane and making sure her father didn’t forget his medicine? One step outside her front door seemed to be a world away.
Someone outside banged angrily on the door. “Sugatt!” Jinto called. “The general is back in camp. Get out of there now.”
“I want to see him,” Anira said, standing up.
Sugatt tried to push her back down. “I don’t think he has time for our problems. This is already as bad as it can get, Anira…by all the gods, don’t make it worse!”
For an answer, she walked past him. Something about the conversation must have sapped his strength, because he didn’t even try to stop her. Outside, she couldn’t see any of the guards—almost everyone in camp was gathered near the temporary fences. Anira walked up the path in time to see Lord General Kassho gallop through. The largest caravan she had ever seen followed, dragged by two draft horses that towered even over Kassho’s thick-limbed mare. A dead body lay slumped in the driver’s seat. The man’s sightless eyes stared in the distance. He had been killed with an arrow through the neck.
“Uncle!” Anira called.
Her voice barely cut through the air. The crowd continued to cheer, oblivious to her presence. She shoved her way through, pushing her way closer to the gates. The caravan slowed down. Several soldiers rushed forward to grab the horses’ reins. The animals were drenched through and close to panicking, their eyes darting left and right while their nostrils flared. Anira couldn’t blame them—a dead body nearby could do that. She was impressed they hadn’t bolted yet. As she drew closer, she felt something in her skull—a sort of dull pounding that clouded her senses. She fell to the ground.
Someone grabbed her by the shoulder, hauling her up. Anira blinked when she stared into Kassho’s bearded face.
“My niece,” Kassho said, pulling her into his arms. He enveloped her in a warm bear hug, his cheeks flushed from the effort. “My brave, rebellious blood. I can’t even be angry at you—the gods know I would have done the same thing in your place. How about letting bygones be bygones, eh? You can go home with Yenaten and I’ll forget you were here at all.”
“What’s happening?” Anira asked.
“What’s happening is that we’ve made the first step towards ensuring our clan’s future in Jin-Sayeng,” Kassho said. “The Orenar will sit on the throne at last, for the first time in all of history. And not a moment too soon. The Ikessars are dragging us all to ruin.”
She didn’t care about politics. She wriggled out of his grasp and took a deep breath. “Will you let Sugatt go?”
The smile faded from Kassho’s face. “The warlord was the one who sentenced him, child. You know this. You know I can’t do anything, even if he is of my blood. The land expects better from us.”
“Uncle—”
“Enough of this,” he said, with a sweep of his hand. “This is a moment of victory for the Oren-yaro. Of glory!” He turned to the soldiers with a roar, his fist in the air. “Today, we secure a victory against the wily Rysaran Ikessar, the uncrowned king whose weak rule and sheer incompetence has deliberately thrown us in harm’s way.” He shoved the reins of his mare into Anira’s hands before walking forward, as if he’d forgotten all about her. The soldiers all stepped back, giving him room.
“Prince Rysaran sent us north to test the safety of the road before he sent his own men,” Kassho continued. Anira couldn’t tell if he knew he was lying, or if the untruth spilling from his lips was something he believed himself. “When did the Dragonthrone ever think twice about Oren-yaro sacrifice? When did the pompous Dragonlord ever care about the blood the south spills for the north? Warlord Yeshin knew he was being used and decided not to sacrifice our own for a Jin-Sayeng who doesn’t care to remember who we are, what we do, how we die for them. Behold!” He stepped aside, allowing the soldiers to lead the caravan forward. “Inside this cage sits a dragon—the first true fire-breather Jin-Sayeng has seen in decades. With our help, Warlord Yeshin now holds the key to claiming Jin-Sayeng for himself! Let me ask you—who can stand against the might of a king who commands such a creature? Who will not bend their knee to a king with the power of armies at the tip of his fingertips? Warlord Yeshin himself will be heralded the first dragon-rider in centuries! Oren-yaro will lead the land to true victory, once and for all!”
The cheering grew louder. Anira could hardly believe what was happening. Lord General Kassho’s claims were treason, and everyone was applauding him for it. The Ikessar Dragonlords were chosen by the provinces of Jin-Sayeng to ensure rule of the land wouldn’t fall on those with the most power. Oren-yaro, with its healthy army and rice fields, was supposed to be content with serving in the shadows. They were supposed to hold tyrants at bay, not encourage them. She felt like throwing up.
“You’re wrong,” a man broke in in a voice so sombre it broke the mood immediately. He looked like a prisoner—his hands were chained to the back of the caravan. “That thing isn’t a dragon. None of you understand what you’re getting into. It’s not a dragon and if you take it back to your home it’s going to kill you all.”
The man spoke Jinan in an accent Anira had never heard before. Jinan was the Jinsein lingua franca—a language that evolved from the local tongue of the people from the north, the clans who supported the Ikessars’ rise to power. Almost everyone spoke it outside of their homes, even amongst people from the same province.
But many people still spoke their local tongues within their households and clans, which gave many Jinan speakers a distinct accent that marked the general vicinity of where they grew up. Traders dropping by the family farm always told Anira that the Oren-yaro’s reputation as wolves must have come not just from their prowess in battle, but from the way they spoke Jinan. They growled the words out, emphasizing the rs distinctly. Even an Oren-yaro whispering could sound like a roar.
“It’s anger,” Heral had told her once. “The Oren-yaro’s pride revolves around our capability to withstand the worst Jin-Sayeng has to offer, which means, I suppose, that our people are always full of anger. Anger at every perceived injustice. Anger at the way things are and could yet be. Anger we’re not allowed to show except through battle—except we can’t always be fighting, can we?”
The anger wasn’t just a weapon—it was a way of life, a means of propelling you from one day to the next. Somehow, her people had found a way to harness it, like lightning that could work the fields.
The camp had been full of people speaking Jinan this way, which made the stranger’s manner of speaking stand out. He spoke softly, without that roar—the words seemed to crumple around the edges, like butter dropped on a slice of hot bread. And yet he wasn’t being timid. He spoke as if he expected everyone around him to listen, even if they were yelling and he was not. Lightning could only go on for so long. The rain always won.
Kassho acknowledged it with a tip of his head. “You’re unusually talkative for someone who I assume is a mercenary,” he said. “Which province are you from, boy?”
“I’m not Jinsein,” the man replied. “I’m Gorenten.”
Kassho’s expression flickered. “You’re fluent.”
“The man who raised me was fluent in Jinan. He’s from the island of Meiokara. But he and his family left west, for the Kag, when he was still young. They suspected my mother was from the islands of Gorent when he found me in a wreckage, but—”
“In short, you know nothing about our people or our troubles,” Kassho finished, clearly disinterested in his life story. “Are you working for the Ikessars?”
“I am working for a Kag company who owns this creature and would like it back,” the man said, growing serious. “I have been warned how dangerous it is. I’m saying this for everyone’s benefit, not just mine. It’s not a dragon—it’s something far worse.”
Kassho gave a lopsided grin. “What’s your name, son?”
“Luc, son of Jak.”
“Unless I’m mistaken, that’s not how Gorenten islanders name their children. The Kags own you body and soul, eh?”
“No more than your warlords own you, sir.”
Kassho struck him with the back of his hand. The man barely flinched. He just stood there and took it.
“So those are the famous Kag mercenaries!” the soldiers grumbled behind her. “Look at that weakling!” She caught a hint of a snigger.
“Take them away,” Kassho said. “I’ll deal with them later.”
As the soldiers unchained the prisoners and dragged them to the other end of the camp, Kassho turned to face the caravan. Something about the steel box seemed to stand out, despite the sheen of rain and mud along the surface. He seemed less eager than he had been earlier, as if all the bravado had given way to exhaustion.
“Uncle—” Anira began. Unease crawled in her belly—a feeling that spread outward and settled on the surface of her skin. Looking at the box made her feel like she was gazing at a drowning child in the middle of a lake. She could feel a compulsion to jump into the water to save it, which didn’t match the repulsion she felt.
“Open it,” Kassho ordered.
Soldiers approached with spears to pry the cage open. Anira instinctively stepped back. Something told her she ought to run, but there it was again, that feeling of watching that drowning child. Watching it bob up and down, no screaming, face as white as snow. She couldn’t look away.
The soldiers’ spears snapped. The box remained intact, with hardly a dent in the opening. And then one of the soldiers turned to the other and drew his sword. It was a seamless motion, like watching a dance. With one strike, the soldier stabbed his companion. Blood spurted out of his stomach as the first soldier fell to his knees, a wordless scream bursting out of his black mouth.
Anira’s brain barely registered what was happening. Neither of the soldiers seemed aware of what they were doing. Before the others could step in to stop, the first soldier was dead and the other was crying like a madman.
Kassho’s face remained impassive, even as his men dragged the protesting soldier and his friend’s body away.
“Lord Kassho,” Anira tried again. “There’s something strange about that box. Can’t you feel it?”
“Maybe,” Kassho breathed. He glanced at Anira. “Maybe I’ll let the warlord deal with it back home. He would want the honour of opening his gift, after all.” His face was deep in thought as he turned from her to join his men. Anira found herself alone on the path, in the pouring rain, staring at the box. Nestled against the shadows, she thought it glowed a slight blue. In her head, she saw herself diving into the lake to save the child. As soon as she touched it, it turned into an imp.
She opened her eyes and realized she was sitting in the middle of the makeshift hut, with no recollection of having walked all the way back. It was the dead of the night and Yenaten was snoring beside her. Sucking in her breath, she grabbed her cloak and stepped out into the darkness to have a chat with the mercenary.




Chapter Two
Luc didn’t think speaking Jinan again—after years of not speaking a word—would bring back a flood of memories and emotions. One moment there he was, just trying to keep it together while he faced what appeared to be a high-ranking soldier of the Oren-yaro army. The same man whose soldiers had mercilessly killed one of his and imprisoned the rest. And then he had opened his mouth and suddenly all he could think of was his father, with his soft voice and his gentle ways. The man who braved the sea to pick him out of a wreckage and raise him like his own, amongst people that looked nothing like either of them, had been gone too many years. In times like these, it still made Luc worry what the man would think about where he had found himself.
Couldn’t you have picked a better trade, lad? An honest, no-nonsense way to live? What are you doing to yourself? The world’s hard enough as it is. Why go looking for ways to help it tear you apart? Not everything has to be a battle. You don’t always have to wade through pain.
Luc considered, as he had on the few occasions he had the time to miss Jak, if he couldn’t just sell his share of the business to Roena and settle down in a farm somewhere. He knew she would be generous. A part of him was tempted to hang his sword up on the wall and leave it there for good. To have the time to spend with the children, maybe visit his father’s trueborn son, his brother Alun. But he also knew he wouldn’t be able to do it again. Tilling barren soil, driving sheep out to pasture, fighting early frost for a fighting chance that their crops would sustain them for the winter. There wasn’t anything wrong with the work, but it would be too much like the life he shared with his father and Luc didn’t want to be reminded of his absence every day. The very thought alone was painful.
“You’re starting to worry me, you know,” Hana said at last, breaking the silence. She shuffled around inside the hut to get closer to him. “Can you just tell us when you’ve stumbled on a brilliant plan to get out of here?”
Luc blinked. “And here you’ve led me to believe you hate it when I stop to think things over.”
“You’ve got all the time in the world to think now. Come on, spit it out.”
“What makes you think I even have a plan?”
“I’ve always assumed the reason we tolerated you was because you were good for something,” Hana said. “Please tell me I’m not wrong.”
“You’re not not wrong,” Luc replied. “But hey, look on the bright side. At least they didn’t tie us up.”
“We’re fucked,” Hana declared.
Ilus grunted.
A rustling scraped outside the door. Hana pressed her hands together and closed her eyes. “So fucked,” she continued, “that I truly and honestly believe we should have brought Roena and Demon along. We should have really brought Roena, at least.”
“What could she have done?”
“A bunch of things you wouldn’t have, so—”
Someone coughed outside. Luc got up and caught the beginning of an argument in Jinan. He lifted a hand, imploring everyone to keep quiet before he pressed his ear next to the window.
“—before General Kassho catches you here—”
“You weren’t there, Sugatt. That thing…it’s not safe. And he wants to bring it straight back to Oren-yaro?”
“I’m sure Warlord Yeshin already thought this through. They can do whatever they want, Anira, and there’s nothing—”
“What if Ozo was right and this is a trap and the trap looks nothing like we think it does? What if the trap is the reward?”
Someone grumbled, followed by a groan. The argument moved too far away for Luc to hear and he returned to the others with a soft sigh. “Yn Garr could have warned us the warlords will be interested in the damn thing,” he said. “But I suppose it should have been obvious. Something like this right at their borders is too close for comfort. Jin-Sayeng is dragon-crazy.”
The door creaked. It swung open and a young woman walked in. She was dark of skin, a shade lighter than his, with long hair that ended in ringlets, most of which was wet with rain. She glanced at everyone in the hut before her eyes settled on him.
“You’re the one who speaks Jinan,” she said.
Luc closed his mouth and nodded.
“My name is Anira aron dar Orenar and is my brother, Sugatt. Are you the leader?”
He nodded again. “I’m Luc. Nice to meet you.”
His politeness made suspicion dance in her eyes. “I need to talk to you.” She glanced at his companions, as if to indicate she would rather do it alone.
Hana read her thoughts before Luc could respond. “With all due respect, lady,” Hana broke in. “He can talk to you right here where we can see him.”
Luc turned to her. “You can speak Jinan?”
She grinned and shrugged.
“You can speak Jinan and you made me come all the way here?” he demanded.
Hannah shrugged. “I needed to stop you from sulking, and there was no way in hell you would have convinced me to lead this insane operation on my own. But yes. My grandmother was Jin.” She gave a short bow.
“Jinsein,” Anira corrected, narrowing her eyes. “You Kags are a long way from home.”
“I guess we are,” Luc agreed. “And if you give us back our charge, we’ll happily head on that way before you know it.”
She didn’t look amused. “Kags don’t belong in this continent at all.” She sounded unsure, like someone recalling the facts from a textbook.
Luc gave another nod. “They came here from the west, across the sea and at the Dageians’ heels. First, they settled in the island they renamed Baidh, and then a man called Agartes travelled east and killed some monsters and made it possible for the Kags to travel upriver and make quarries next to the enchanted forest. I’m paraphrasing here.”
“He was quite good in history class,” Hana commented.
“You said that creature isn’t a dragon,” Anira said. “Is it from the forest?”
“I…really don’t know where it came from,” Luc replied. “I was tasked to bring it back home, that it’s very dangerous, and that apparently there were quite a few others who failed before me. I was finding out more when your people ran into mine.”
“Luc was their last resort,” Hana said solemnly.
She licked her lips. “What makes it dangerous?”
“I’m not sure I know how to explain. It’s…ah—”
“Magical?”
“I guess you can say that.”
She glanced at the door where another Jinsein had been listening the whole time, arms crossed. “My uncle will never admit it,” she said. “We deny magic in Jin-Sayeng.”
“So I’ve heard.”
“Which is the most ridiculous thing,” Hana added. “When I was young, my grandmother had more superstitions than any Kag witch woman. She wouldn’t let me sleep when my hair was wet, or go outside in the dark for fear I would trip on things, or eat without turning my plate at least three times. And she learned all of that before she moved to the Kag.”
“I believe it,” Anira continued. “It felt strange. Like I wanted to both help the creature inside the box and push it off a cliff at the same time.”
“It’s that thing, messing with your mind,” Luc said. “It wants you to help it escape, if that means making you turn on each other.”
“My uncle’s soldiers tried that. One killed the other.”
“I’m sorry to hear. Where is it now?”
“Lord General Kassho has it surrounded by a dozen soldiers,” her brother, Sugatt, broke in. “I truly believe nothing we say is going to convince him of this thing’s danger. From what you’ve just said here, I’m not convinced myself, either. If you were tasked with bringing it to the Kag, then a fair amount of precaution should be enough.”
“My brother, unfortunately, has it correct,” Anira said. “My uncle won’t believe this thing is dangerous enough to let you leave with it, but he will listen if you tell him more about it.”
Hana laughed. “Why do you think we would do that?” she asked. “I think I’d rather sit and watch you all kill each other where you stand. It’s only a matter of time. Tell them, Luc.”
“I’ll cooperate,” Luc said, “in exchange for the lives of my companions.”
“Goddammit,” Hana grumbled, grabbing him by the arm. She dragged him to the corner. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she asked, switching to Kagtar. “Do you think Yn Garr would embrace us with open arms if we returned to the Kag empty-handed?”
He sighed. He didn’t really want to argue with her again—especially not after what happened earlier on the road, when they were both at the grip of the creature’s magic. “In case it’s not obvious, Hana, we’re not exactly in the best bargaining position here. Let me smooth things over with them first. I’m sure there’s a way we can—”
They heard screams in the distance.
Luc instinctively took a step back. For a moment, he wondered if it had begun. Were the soldiers turning on each other? But then a part of him remembered he still had mercenaries out in the woods—the other half of his crew must have completely slipped the general’s attention. The idiots must have come back for them.
The woman, Anira, read his expression. “Have your friends come to rescue you?”
He gulped. “What makes you think that?”
“You looked relieved when you heard those noises.” They were growing louder, too—it was now the unmistakable sound of fighting. She turned to her brother, who lunged for Luc without warning. The side of his face struck bamboo, and he felt his arms being twisted behind his back.
“Easy,” Luc grunted. “I’m not going to fight you. I—”
He heard Hana get up, which was followed by the woman saying, “I don’t think so.” He couldn’t see anything with the bamboo wall pressed against his face, but then he felt the tip of a sword sticking into his backside.
“With us,” the man, Sugatt, growled. “Now.”
Luc kept his hands up as he let himself be pushed out of the hut.
The moon’s pale glow was dimmed by the clouds that hovered over the sky, which slathered the wet air with patches of darkness. At least the rain had stopped for the time being. The scent of broken leaves and wet branches filled Luc’s senses. He was about to search the brush for any signs of the attackers when everything was blunted by the rice sack being dropped on his head.
“This is hardly fair,” he said under his breath.
“You think we’re playing, Kag?” Sugatt asked.
“You keep saying Kag. I look more like you than any Kag I’ve known.”
“You dress like a Kag. You speak like a Kag. You even whine like a Kag.” Sugatt shoved him again, and Luc had to scramble to keep his footing.
“Where are you taking me?” he gasped.
“To my uncle’s tent. You’ll be a better hostage there.”
Luc kept his mouth shut as they dragged him through the bushes. The dampness from the leaves brushed against his clothes. He pretended it was that, and not the creature’s magic, that was causing his skin to crawl. If he thought about it too much, he was going to want to peel it down to the bone. The box had to be nearby. The creature blared out its presence like a lighthouse on a dark horizon.
“Uncle!” Anira called. They must have reached the tent. The rice sack was becoming hot and moist with Luc’s breath.
“He’s not here,” Sugatt stated. He pushed Luc again, for no reason other than that he seemed to enjoy it. Luc braced his legs. It was starting to occur to him he might have to fight his way out of this one. He knew Roena hated his pragmatism, his inability to make quick decisions that might offer a solution if you only ignored the harm it could cause otherwise. But a hot head had never served his purposes. Fighting his way out of scrapes only made life worse for him when he was young, and the fact hadn’t improved since he began running the mercenary company. Perhaps the rules were different for everyone else, but he was almost certain now that in his case, the gods were less lenient. They punished his every attempt to get ahead with an equal and formidable show of force, as if the only way for Luc to make them happy was to hang his head in defeat.
He heard Anira swear. He felt her body move away, and the sword on his backside disappeared. He held his breath. He couldn’t sense Sugatt nearby anymore. The thought brought him a moment of relief.
Somebody grabbed him by the arm, removing the rice sack. He prepared to lash out; instead, he found himself face-to-face with Bren. The man sliced his bonds with a dagger before wrapping his arms around him.
“I’ve never been so glad to see you in my life!” Luc exclaimed.
“The sentiment goes both ways. We thought we’ve seen the last of you.” Bren thumped him on the back. “But we’re not out of the woods yet. Your captors retreated as soon as they saw us, but they couldn’t have gotten far. Treda and Nayan’s helping Hana and the others back there. We’ve been watching all night. Shel? You got an eye on the caravan?”
“About ten paces behind us here,” the girl piped up from the shadows. “Our attack drew the guards away. They don’t know how many of us there are.” She was holding two horses by the reins. Luc recognized the ones they’d hitched to the fake caravan earlier.
“I’m thinking we take the horses and just make a run for it,” Bren said.
“Brave and foolish,” Luc replied.
Bren cracked a grin, his teeth glinting in the moonlight. “You got any objections?”
“They killed Janar. I’d rather not lose more.” He swallowed. “If you’re all here…who’s doing the fighting out there?”
“Ranias and his crew.”
“Great. Wonderful. How…are they as fighters?”
“Why did you think my plan involves making a run for it?”
Luc laughed nervously. “Hitch those horses up, Shel.”
She nodded and jumped on one, with one hand still holding the reins of the other. She led the horses into the darkness. The clouds drifted past, allowing a shard of moonlight to leak through. The caravan shone like a gemstone in the clearing.
Bren pressed a sword into Luc’s hand, and they both cut through the bushes after her. In the distance, Luc saw her jump down and attached the harnesses to the caravan.
A tall, helmeted figure broke its way through the darkness with a halberd. Without a word, he brought the blade down on Shel’s exposed arm and down through the bone. She stumbled back, clutching the stump with her other hand. The horses rushed past them as she narrowly missed being trampled by their hooves. She whirled around just as the figure lifted his halberd once more, but before he could cut her down, Luc and Bren were on him.




Chapter Three
Anira saw her uncle emerge from the shadows and cut off a girl’s arm in the blink of an eye.
That was all she could see: the small, frail girl, screaming at first, and then curled up in the tall grass in a pool of her own blood while her companions, in their plain shirts and trousers, charged the fully armoured Lord General of the Oren-yaro army. Foolishness. Madness. Courage. She didn’t know what drove them. It was like watching rat hounds lunge at a wolf who could break their backs with one bite.
As they fought, Anira saw the girl crawl away from the horses, one hand trying to rip out her belt. Her teeth rattled as she made a loop and wrapped it around her own stump. The shadowed look on her face was determined.
“Kill her,” Sugatt said from behind.
Anira could barely hear him—she still couldn’t tear her eyes away from the girl who seemed to crest on the edge of the line just right before panic.
“She’s just a girl,” Anira managed. “Look at her. Dammit, Sugatt, we should help her!”
“She’s helping the enemy. By the gods, Anira, she is the enemy! If you don’t do it, I will!”
“Father didn’t raise us to be killers!”
He swallowed. “Maybe if he had, we would have had a better time. We have no choice. Our uncles, our cousins…are killers. We’re only cowards because Father taught us to be. Are we supposed to run like whimpering dogs our whole lives? You know this is our destiny!”
“You can’t liberate yourself from disgrace by bloodying your hands.”
“Are you sure? I think Lord General Kassho might have words to say about that. We’re not trying to change his mind—we’re trying to change Warlord Yeshin’s. Perhaps he’ll set me free from servitude if he shows just how useful we are.”
“This is stupid,” Anira said. “I will not kill a girl.”
Sugatt drew his sword. “I will. She’s dead anyway. Consider it a mercy. Like putting down a lame horse.” He stalked the helpless, shivering figure.
“Sugatt, please,” Anira called. “Don’t!”
He pretended not to hear her. She could see him hardening his expression, as if that worked to harden his heart. This wasn’t the brother she had grown up with. She suddenly decided she didn’t want him to turn into the kind of man who murdered helpless girls in the dark. She came tearing up the hill after him and grabbed his arm.
“Don’t!” she repeated. “Sugatt—think of what Father will say. Think of how disappointed he will be if he finds out what you did.”
“We’ve already brought shame to his name.”
“His concept of honour and the Oren-yaro’s are not the same. You know this, Sugatt. You know what the man stands for. This will break his heart!”
They heard another scream. Anira tore her eyes off Sugatt, back to the field. The sound wasn’t a girl’s. It was a man’s.
Lord General Kassho had tripped on the girl’s body.
She opened her mouth to scream as she saw the girl drag herself from underneath him and stab him between the ribs with her own dagger, heedless of the blood pouring from her stump. Silence followed. For a moment, Anira thought she had missed. Kassho was wearing thick armour, and the girl’s dagger had skidded past his breast plate and into the vulnerable gaps between his armpits. After the wound was struck, he still grabbed the girl’s remaining arm with his hands, and Anira thought he meant to pull her to him and snap her neck. She struggled, desperately kicking at him to escape.
But then he lost his grip. He roared and charged forward, only to spit out a mouthful of blood. He fell to his side. The girl skidded down the grass, where her companions reached her. One of the men—Luc, Anira remembered his name—picked her up, swinging her small body over his shoulders. He pushed her into the driver’s seat before clambering up himself and turning to wrap her stump with his shirt.
“Come on, Bren!” he screamed.
“Stop them!” Kassho gasped.
Anira reached her uncle and fell to her knees beside him. She sought the straps that connected his armour to his body. So much blood poured out of his wounds, and she wasn’t sure her fingers would find the buckles, but she undid them. She peeled the armour from him and saw the gaping hole the girl’s dagger had left in his side. It was a clean strike. The girl got lucky.
Luck? Or maybe it was fate. Her father used to tell her that one spent all their life digging their grave.
Kassho continued coughing, each one sending clear jolts of pain through his whole body. “Stop them!” he repeated. “The dragon…our lord needs his dragon. You can’t lose it!”
“I need to get help,” Anira said. She heard rustling and turned to watch Sugatt chase after the mercenaries.
“Sugatt?” Kassho asked.
“He’s going after them.”
“Good.” He struggled to get up. Anira grabbed him by the arm, allowing him to use her for support. But as soon as he got to his knees, he crashed the other way, and his weight all but made it impossible for Anira to pick him up.
“Shit,” Kassho grunted as more blood spurted from the wound. “Shit. Felled by a bitch of a girl. Damn this all!”
Anira didn’t say anything. She grabbed Kassho’s shirt, which was almost all red now, and ripped it from the middle. She peeled the damp fabric off her uncle’s torso and realized he was right. The wound didn’t just end in his chest. The girl’s dagger had hooked downward when she sank it in, and when she pulled out, she had also caught part of his stomach. She could smell the hot guts, the shit mingling with the blood and bile.
She pressed her hands against it anyway. “I’m going back for help,” she repeated. “Don’t strain yourself, Lord Uncle.”
“Don’t bother,” Kassho hissed. “Get that caravan. Finish this mission.”
“You’re dying!”
“Let me die!” he snapped. “I’m not important. With or without me, Yeshin’s legacy must persist. You—” He grabbed her by the shirt, pulling her down so he could speak right next to her ear. “You and your brother are members of the Orenar clan. Bring the dragon back to Oren-yaro. Do you understand? It’s your duty. Your family demands it. Your blood demands it, Anira Orenar!”
She pulled away, nauseous. “That thing is dangerous. What good will it bring our people?”
“It is the one thing that will change everything for the better. Power in Yeshin’s hands will mean power in the hands of a man who is not afraid to do what is right for our nation—even if all the land hates him for it. Your brother…everything he did…all that shame…erased if you bring it back without me.” He coughed again, groaning now, screaming. “Yeshin is merciful,” he managed, when the spasm gave him a chance to breathe. “He’ll see your value. He’ll remove Sugatt’s sentence. Promise me!”
Numbed into stillness, she finally nodded.
He let her go. “Bring us to glory,” the dying man ordered.
Biting back the sobs in her throat, Anira turned and stumbled after the caravan.
She stumbled onto a group of soldiers and somehow conveyed that they both needed to get help for her uncle and chase after the caravan at the same time. During this mad scramble, the mercenaries burst from the bushes, and Anira had the sense they were doing it to buy time for the caravan to get back on the dirt road ahead.
She ducked just as a man rushed her, watching as he plunged straight into a soldier’s waiting spear. She wasn’t interested in fighting—she avoided the second mercenary before making a leap for one of the horses tied near the fences. It wasn’t wearing a saddle, but she wrapped her arms around its neck and hoisted herself up just as another mercenary came bearing down on her. She cut the horse’s lines and urged it into a gallop, kicking the attacking man away.
Anira thundered up the hill, forcing the horse to jump into the bushes before she emerged into another clearing. She realized she must have taken a shortcut—the caravan was still making its way through the flattest part of the camp and she could see it struggling to make it past the gates. She bent down to pat her horse’s neck before drawing her sword.
A mixture of fear and excitement rumbled through her body as she waited. She couldn’t see Sugatt anywhere and figured he must fight his way from the rear where the mercenaries’ defence seemed the thickest. They had no one guarding the front. If their leader, that Luc, was still in the driver’s seat, then he would be there with a severely injured girl beside him and no one else.
She readied herself. If she caught him by surprise, she could strike him before he could defend himself. It would be hard for him to, from his position. She swallowed. Her horse, sensing her anxiety, did a nervous dance. What the hell was she doing? Talk of clans and duty aside, she was a farmer. Damn Kassho to the infernal depths—she was nothing but a goddamned farmer. Her only chance of cutting the mercenary down was if he was a stalk of rice and she was holding a sickle.
The sky rumbled, and a faint scattering of rain drenched the atmosphere. Cold air stung her nostrils.
The caravan appeared at the end of the road. She faced Luc. His eyes softened. “Is this really necessary?” he asked.
“This thing is important to my clan,” Anira said. Her voice sounded much calmer than she felt.
Luc nodded, as if he actually understood. “Yes. You’ve all made that clear, from the looks of it. Is it important to you? That’s the question.”
She had never asked herself that. The sun rose and set on family, and when she was all they had left to depend on, there was no time to sit around thinking about anything else. Water dripped from her skull down her back. “Bringing this thing back home might give my brother freedom and spare my family from a warlord’s wrath,” she said. “Which means I’m inclined to say yes. Yes, it is important to me because my family is important to me. When my family’s survival stops hingeing on the decisions of those more powerful than I am, then maybe I’ll have time for retrospection.”
He smirked. “I understand the sentiment more than you think.”
“Luc,” the girl beside him croaked. “Just run her over. What the hell are you doing? She’s trying to get your guard down.”
Luc’s hands tightened on the reins. He almost looked like he was considering it. She tightened her legs on her own horse, wondering if it would panic or if she could get it under control as the wagon charged past. If she did, she might be able to make a lunge for him. Would she get close enough to make it a success? The rain was muddling her judgment. She wanted to crawl under a warm blanket and sleep.
“You could let us pass,” Luc continued, reading her hesitation. “If you ran back now, who would judge you?”
“It’s like you know nothing about us,” Anira said. “You can speak the language, and that’s about it.”
“Your family is important, I get that, but surely your own self-preservation comes first. You can’t save them if you’re dead.”
She lifted her sword. “Family,” she whispered, “comes first.”
And then she charged.
The wagon came thundering toward her at the same time, but she noticed quickly that Luc hadn’t been expecting what she just did. Nor was he prepared for when she jerked her horse to the right—a maneuver the war horse must have been trained for, because he simply thundered down the road without complaint—and made the leap. It was too far for her to get into the driver’s seat, but she didn’t need to.
She simply grabbed his arm and dragged him down. He tumbled off the seat and they both rolled along the mud. Her sword slid out of her hands, skidding into the bushes. It was too dark for her to see it.
He struggled to draw his own blade, and she turned and struck him on the cheek with a fist. He took the blow, then bent down to tackle her legs. She landed on her back. He straddled her, pinning her to the ground.
“Damn it,” Luc said under his breath. “I don’t want to hurt you. You’re a perfectly reasonable person, and—”
She struck again, catching him on the chest with her fist. He coughed and doubled back in pain, which allowed her to slide from under him. He got up, hands held up for a moment, only long enough to distract her. He quickly drew his sword and held it up high, making it clear to her what he intended to do with it if she so much as moved a muscle. “We could all be friends here—we just so happened to be on the other side, is all. So can we just take a moment and…chat?” He sounded almost earnest.
But Anira knew better. You’re just buying your friends more time, Anira thought, her eye on a glimmer in the ditch. Maybe it was her sword. She could dive for it, and if it was her sword, she might score a blow. But if it wasn’t…
The rain grew stronger. She shivered.
She heard a whistle.
A woman on horseback appeared from the other end of the road, hair billowing behind her like smoke. Yenaten, spear in hand, came thundering down to meet Anira. Luc scrambled to get out of the way, but Anira knew it was pointless. If Yenaten meant to impale him like a fish, her path was all clear.
She never got to him. A bright, blue light engulfed them like a smothering blanket, knocking all thought from her head. Anira had the sensation of plunging deep into the ocean, and then suddenly all she could see was the image of her uncle, dying alone on the field, his sightless eyes staring at the dark sky.




Chapter Four
Anira awakened to bright sunlight and the sound of drums beating with a rhythmic tune.
Disoriented, her mind skipped to her last memory. The attack, the rain, and everything from the days leading up to when she took the road leading from home felt like a dream. Her thoughts settled on that last night before she left, when she took a moment to peer through the door of her parents’ bedroom the way she used to when she was little and needed them to soothe away her nightmares. She looked at them sleeping, so frail and wrinkled, and had the sense that nothing she would or wouldn’t do would ever turn back time. Even if she stayed home, her childhood was gone. Her parents could never be young again. She couldn’t beg her sisters to abandon their families and move back home, nor could Sugatt ever return to life as a farmer without shedding the mantle of disgraced soldier. The world was going to continue turning, with or without her help.
Her thoughts scattered. The drums were getting louder, and the sun suddenly felt unbearably hot on her face. That struck her as strange. Her clothes still felt damp, though not as drenched as they had been last night. Was it last night? She remembered Kassho dying. She remembered his orders. She remembered promising to bring the dragon back to Oren-yaro to honour her clan—her, Heral the Forgotten’s daughter, nearly forgotten herself. Her fingers twitched and she realized she was lying with her back on the ground with a sword in her right hand.
The chanting began, coming from what sounded like a thousand voices at once. It was followed by a blood-curling howl.
Her fingers wrapped around the hilt. She stumbled up, the blood rushing to her head, and turned just in time to avoid the snapping jaws of a wolf at her heels. The beast snarled, skittering backwards as it realized she was awake. The fear was clear on its expression—its ears were folded back and its tail was tucked right between its hindquarters. And yet it wasn’t running. Anira had never seen a wild animal brazenly face a human before.
The beast continued to snarl, and Anira noticed how sunken its belly was. It was so gaunt its lower half looked almost skeletal.
“Easy there,” Anira whispered. Her throat felt dry. “I’m not here to hurt you.” She felt silly talking at all; the animal certainly didn’t seem to share the same sentiment.
The chanting grew, masking the drums. Holding the sword across her body, her eyes flicked to the horizon, which was half-obscured by a cloud of dust and haze. The chanting was coming from the distance. The fog lifted from Anira’s senses and she saw two things at once: the crowd perched on seats around her, and more wolves closing in from the distance, behind an outcrop of dark rocks. They eyed her warily, their gaunt legs quivering.
The wolf closest to her tried to snap at her again. She sidestepped, her blade cutting an arc underneath its legs. She didn’t want to hurt the beast—she just wanted it to go away. Instead of running, it tried to snap at the blade. Its teeth struck the iron with a force that made it jump back. Blood dripped from its gums, coating its tongue in crimson.
It flicked its tongue upwards. The taste of the blood seemed to invigorate it. It lunged at her again, leaping. She avoided it again, a lifetime spent romping with farm dogs having given her the ability to read its movements; the wolf skidded across the dust with a yelp.
The crowd hissed their disapproval. Anira barely looked at them. Her eyes were on the heap right behind the wolf. What she had mistaken for a clump of rocks were people lying motionless in the dust. She recognized Yenaten’s face.
The wolf charged again.
There was less caution in its movements now. Its ears pricked forward and the look in its eyes had turned feral. It came bearing down on Anira, front paws on her chest. It snapped near her neck; her closed hand around the sword grip blocked the attack. Its teeth sank into her arm instead, digging into the leather sleeve and missing her skin by a mere hair’s-breadth. She grabbed its nape with her left hand to push it away and it snapped like a crocodile about to thrash its prey.
She slammed the wolf into the ground. It screamed and turned around, one leg tucked squarely underneath its chest, but by then she’d jumped away from it. She stumbled on to Yenaten and began shaking her. She was afraid she was dead; there was a lot of blood caked on her hair.
“One more minute,” Yenaten murmured.
Anira grabbed her by the arm, pulling her up. “Time to wake up,” she said. “Come on, Tenten. We’re being attacked by a wolf.”
“Like that ever works,” Yenaten grumbled. “I like the one with the flying buffalo better. Leave me alone.”
“Blessed Akaterru, cousin…wake the hell up!”
Anira pulled her to her feet, and her eyes snapped open. It settled on the wolf hobbling on three legs nearby.
“Shit,” Yenaten managed. “You weren’t joking.”
From behind, the wolf’s companions were drawing closer, prowling, waiting for an opening. That there were two of them now seemed to provide a deterrence. The damn things were more afraid of them than they were, and yet they were hungry, too. The one attacking Anira was already slavering. Long, ropey strands of saliva dribbled down its chin all the way to the ground.
“The others behind you,” Anira said. “Are they dead?”
Yenaten kicked the closest body so hard it yelped. A hand grabbed her ankle; Yenaten kicked again, and the body scrambled up. It was one of the mercenaries from the hut, the woman called Hana. An explosion of bruises decorated her face.
“What the hell happened?” she roared, swaying to her feet.
Anira tested the other bodies by shaking them. They were all Kassho’s soldiers—at least one seemed dead and the others couldn’t be roused. She licked her lips, tasting her own teeth, which had a hint of odour in it. It reminded Anira of what her mouth felt like after a fever.
“I think we were drugged,” she whispered. “Or worse. And I don’t know how or why, but it looks like we’re today’s entertainment.” She pointed at the crowd watching them with bated breath. The drums had stopped.
Hana spat to the side. “Wolves. They could have tried harder. I fought these off with my bare hands when I was growing up.”
Anira smiled nervously. “Did you, really?”
“Well, when I was growing up, I was eating pastries and trying on pretty dresses,” Yenaten said bluntly. “Can I sit this one out?”
The wolves charged, six at once.
“Get your backs to me!” Hana said. “Now!”
Anira and Yenaten pressed up against her, forming a ring, their blades on the outside. Not a moment too soon. A flurry of fur and teeth snapped at Anira’s legs and arms. Somehow, she drew blood. A wolf fell next to her feet, its neck half-severed from its spine.
“Don’t stop to breathe!” Hana screamed.
Anira kicked the wolf’s body away in time to strike a second one. Blood sprayed over her arm, and she watched as one wolf, wilier than the others, turned on its injured companion.
The excitement only seemed to rouse the remaining wolves. Five more leaped into the fray. Anira swung the sword with a speed she didn’t think she was capable of. This wasn’t play fighting with Sugatt or hacking at canes of motionless bamboo—now her life was hanging in the balance and she felt…
Alive. Angry, but alive. It was the strangest feeling.
She sank her blade into yet another writhing wolf’s body, blood spraying over her face. Abandoning the defensive circle, she swung her sword hard enough to decapitate another beast. The snapping wolf’s head landed several feet away.
The crowd cheered. Anira blinked and realized none of the wolves were left standing. She killed the last one out of mercy and then lowered her sword, her arms covered with blood. As she stopped to catch her breath, a lone figure in flowing blue robes walked towards them.
“Now maybe we’ll get some fucking answers,” Hana whispered under her breath.
The woman had one of those faces that hid her age very well. Anira couldn’t tell if she was young or old. Her face didn’t have a single line on it, but the expression in her eyes belonged on someone who had been alive four decades at least, maybe more. She viewed the carnage without a hint of surprise, as if it was just something she expected. She had black hair and her complexion was unusually pale. Standing under the hot sun seemed to be uncomfortable for her.
She stopped several paces away.
Yenaten flinched, breaking the silence. “Are you going to introduce yourself first, or do you expect us to break into song?”
“They’re in for a terrible time, if so,” Hana commented. “I once belted a few tunes and wrecked my grandma’s pottery collection.”
“Speak for yourself,” Yenaten sniffed. “I’m an excellent singer! I made quite a name for myself in our province.”
“Let me guess—your mother must have been very proud.”
“Why shouldn’t she be? I was reigning champion for a few years.”
Anira kept her eyes on the robed woman. She didn’t look amused by all the banter.
“You may be wondering where you are,” she said at last. Her voice wasn’t exactly soft, but it was muted, as if she was someone who had grown up with a lot of opinions and was expected to keep them to herself.
Hana crossed her arms. “No shit.”
“I was wondering about teatime, actually,” Yenaten said. “Unless it’s still too early for that. Surely killing all these ghastly beasts deserve some sort of reward.”
“Even if it’s still breakfast, I could use some wine,” Hana added.
“You two,” Anira broke in. “Please stop.” She stepped towards the robed woman. “Explain all of this.”
“You are in Sandigan,” the woman replied.
Anira cleared her throat. “I’m not familiar with Gasparian geography, but I studied the map before we went here. I could have sworn there was no settlement in this area. My uncle told me it was all wilderness and mountains.”
“Your uncle was wrong,” the woman said. “It’s always stood here, north of Lake Enji at the borders of the province of Barun in Gaspar. But Sandigan wouldn’t appear on any maps. Sandigan is a ka-eng city, and usually only those deemed worthy by the ka-eng know where it is, let alone be allowed inside.”
“I don’t know what the ka-eng are, but should we be honoured, then?” Yenaten asked, one eye on the crowd. She looked dubious.
“I’m not sure about that,” the woman said, folding her hands together. “I’ve been asked to explain exactly what you’re doing here, and I won’t mince words. You’re prisoners.”
Hana strode forward. “Fuck you,” she spat, before drawing her sword. She lunged at the woman.
She didn’t move, didn’t even flinch. But a barrier suddenly appeared between her and the mercenary who struck it with such force that it sent her to her knees. The sword flew out of her grasp.
The woman snapped her fingers, and the barrier disappeared. Hana fell flat on her face.
“I could have warned you not to do that,” the woman said. “But then again, most people won’t listen.”
“What the hell are you?” Hana spat. “A mage? A fucking mage, working for the ka-eng?”
None of what she was saying made any sense to Anira. But she knew better than to open her mouth. She watched the robed woman bury a staff into the soil. She pressed her hands over it and it glowed blue.
“My name is Sapphire Orsalian,” the woman said. “And I was asked to welcome you to the Feastday Crusades, a time of celebration of culture and the best fighters Sandigan has to offer.” Her eyes flicked to Anira. “You have been claimed by Lady Asandre, who saw fit to spare you after we confiscated the demon you seem to be so enamoured with. Be grateful she didn’t outright decide to let you be devoured by the beast. You get the chance to fight as her champions.”
She turned her back and walked a few paces away, letting Anira catch her breath. But before Anira could call back to her, she turned her head aside. “Truthfully, this place is better known as The Killing Corral,” Sapphire half-whispered. “A place where death is all but guaranteed save for a few. Those who fight to the end and survive the tournament will find fame and fortune for themselves. The talented few. The blessed. The lucky.” She broke out to a faint smile for the first time. “Let’s hope you’re one of those.”
She left them standing in the middle of that heat, just as the flies started coming for the corpses.




Chapter Five
Luc continued to stare at the dark walls of the tunnel, as he had been doing in the hours since he’d woken up. The pebble in his hand felt heavy. He had picked it up, intending to throw it as a last resort since they’d taken all his weapons from him, but a part of him knew he really didn’t have the energy for that. He kept it in his palm instead—something about its weight was comforting. He felt as if he had been fighting forever. Roena was probably right…he didn’t have it in him to live this life well, let alone at all. If they came for him, chances were, he would just lie down and let them finish him without another word.
“If it’s so hard for you, why don’t you just sign it all over to me?” she had demanded that last night. “I can have the papers drafted up and sent to you before you can blink.”
“Because it’s so much fun for you to do all the administration work on top of wanting to be involved in every job that comes along,” Luc replied. “Why are you angry with me, Roena? I keep things running, and you get things done. As ever as it should be. We’ve done this for years—why is it a problem now?”
He watched her cross the room, wrapped only in a blanket that revealed her slim form. He sat up so he could watch her against the moonlight. He really couldn’t find the words for how beautiful she was, and even when he was angry, the sight of her was enough to numb him to silence. She didn’t like hearing it though, so he always kept his thoughts to himself, which was fine. They had their arrangement, and she didn’t have to know how much he struggled to tell her how he sometimes thought she was wasting her time here. Here, in his room, in his bed, in his arms. He’d lived his whole life thinking women like her wouldn’t pay him the slightest bit of attention, and yet here she was. Five years later, he still couldn’t believe his damn luck that he stumbled straight into her traps and she kept letting him. Except…
She sighed so deeply it felt like the room was breathing with her. “I’m not content,” Roena declared, turning to him.
He placed an arm over his knee. “About the company?” he asked. Or me? The last part…wasn’t the sort of thing he would say out loud, either. Sometimes he said things and expected her to understand, only to realize her own thoughts couldn’t skim the surface. For as much as he worshipped the ground she walked on, her grasp of his world was superficial. He couldn’t tell if she merely didn’t care about trying or she was just that out of touch. The latter was more likely, even when he found it hard to believe the shrewd, intelligent woman he loved could also be so short-sighted.
“We could do so much more,” she said. “Hire more soldiers. Train them to be better. We could go up against the Boarshind. Can you imagine that? The Blackwood Marauders, growing bigger than the Boarshind, getting the lion’s share of work throughout the Kag. We could have divisions in every city…one in Hafod, especially. If we put our hearts to it and try, we could rule the world!”
“As mercenaries?” he asked, with a shred of amusement.
“You know what I mean. They’ll know our names in every corner of the continent. We’ll have made our mark for all of time!”
“I’m still…trying to learn how to run what we have,” Luc replied. “All of that is honestly beyond me, Roena.”
“What do you think playing safe is going to get you?” Roena asked.
“Work,” he said easily. “Work, to pay the rent, to keep a roof over my head and food in the children’s bellies. That was all this ever was for me, Roena. You knew that from the beginning.”
She scoffed at his earnestness, and he felt a twinge in his heart so sharp she might as well have stabbed him with a pen. “I am Roena Blackwood, daughter of Iorwin Blackwood and wife of Draigar Blackmarsh. I refuse to play second fiddle to my father or feel as if I’m nothing but a seed receptacle to my husband—”
“Does he make you feel that way? I thought you married him because you wanted to.”
“Because I thought I did!” she snapped. “And I thought I would be happy getting my cake and eating it too, because I thought we would have gotten somewhere in the last five years. But we haven’t, have we? My father looks at the work we do here and calls it a game. Draigar asks me, constantly, when I plan on getting tired of this and settling down to help manage his holdings. As if I want to grow fat with children and count sheep and hold neverending parties for people I can’t stand! I want their respect, Luc. Do you think I’ll get that playing errand girl in the middle of nowhere?”
Luc wrapped his fingers around the sheets and looked down.
“What you’re saying,” he said carefully, “is that you want me to offer you a life that would rival the prestige offered to you by Duke Blackwood and Lord Draigar together.”
She looked at him with annoyance. “You make it sound like I’m asking for an impossible thing. Baeddan Siromer grew the Boarshind from a group of five men to the biggest mercenary army in the western continent. He wasn’t a nobleman. He was a commoner, like you. And I’ve met him. He’s unremarkable. You could be more than him. You certainly have what it takes, and you have me, too.” Her eyes narrowed. “But I can’t give you ambition you don’t have, Luc, so there’s that. I can’t make you do things you won’t do.”
“What I won’t do?” he asked, exasperated. “Or what I can’t?”
She frowned.
“Because from the way I’m standing, they’re not the same thing,” he continued. “Last week, Tashiel the Leather Merchant decided the job we’d done for him wasn’t worth the price he agreed to. He’d been so eager before that, and the job went effortlessly, or so Hana told me. They faced ten attacks on that caravan and yet not a single hair on his workers’ head was harmed—they even loved the company of our soldiers. We underbid for the job and did more than our fair share…he had no reason to complain. Do you know what changed his mind? When he saw me walk into the meeting room. He took one look at me, Roena, and suddenly decided the service we offered wasn’t worth that much after all.”
“What did you do to make him think the job wasn’t to his satisfaction?”
“There,” he breathed. “Always. You ask me that first before anything else. You want to see how it could be my fault.”
“I can’t very well ask Tashiel the Leather Merchant now, can I? He’s not here.”
“I did nothing,” he said. “Roena, it’s not my fault that people don’t want to pay me what they pay everyone else. I can’t help their perception. They see the labour I offer as cheap, disposable, and easy to come by. They think they can get away with half what they would offer a trueborn Kag and I can’t help it if they’re right most of the time. How many other Gorenten do you see running mercenary companies out here?”
She crossed her arms. “I don’t see that when I look at you. You’re…you.”
“You say that like it’s supposed to make me feel better that you’re denying a part of who I am,” he said. “Roena—when I look at the mirror, I see a Gorenten. I see stolen lands and subjugated people from the shape of my eyes to the colour of my skin. Even if I wanted to hide it, I couldn’t.”
“Does everything have to be about what you are?” she asked. “For once, just stop letting it drive you. Just stop thinking about it!”
“Tell that to the world,” he whispered. “If it won’t let me forget, how can I?”
The memory hurt so much that it was suddenly a relief to turn back to the present, to the sight of Shel’s ashen form lying curled up in a ball beside him. He placed a hand on her forehead. She was burning with fever, and her skin was hottest on her stump. He could smell the faintest hint of rot on it, which wasn’t good.
“You still with me, kid?” he croaked. His mouth felt dry—no one had offered them food or water since he’d woken up.
Shel grunted in acknowledgment and nothing more.
Bren slumped down beside them. He was holding something in his hands—a piece of root, it looked like.
“Here,” he said. He chewed off a piece and then spat it out. Cringing from the taste, placed the paste on Shel’s wound, where her arm had been cut off. She barely flinched.
“Should you be chewing on things?” Luc asked.
“It’s Elderroot,” Bren said. “I recognized it from the smell. My mother treated me and my sisters with it every time we came home with cuts and scrapes.”
“Let’s hope it’s the same plant. You’re from Sorna, right?”
Bren nodded. Next to him, Luc looked light-skinned. After having spent most of his life around the white-skinned Kags, Luc still wasn’t used to how it made him feel.
“Sorna’s a colony of Dageis, isn’t it?” Luc asked. “Across the sea, and all that.”
“From our perspective, you’re the one across the sea,” Bren said with a slight grin. “Why else would I go all the way out here? A whole sea away from my father is about as good as it gets.”
Luc scratched his head. “When you look at me…do you see a Kag?”
Bren looked confused.
“I’m Gorenten,” he continued. “Gorent isn’t even a Dageian colony anymore. They came and took what they could, and then they left my…the Gorenten to carve out a living amongst the islands they didn’t want to keep. I don’t know any other Gorenten, aside from Nayan, and she doesn’t think I’m one, either. I can’t speak any of the languages. You heard the Jinseins. In their eyes, I’m Kag. And yet…” He sighed and looked around them. They were wedged inside a tunnel, a prison. “Would a Kag have brought this upon himself?”
“You’re not actually blaming yourself for this, are you?” Bren asked.
Luc shrugged. “Got nothing better to do, I guess.”
Bren laughed. “They sent us to bring back a vicious, magical creature—a task that so far has seemed like utter suicide—and the first sign of trouble, you blame yourself? Listen. Remember what that Ranias told you? There were other groups before us, and they didn’t even get far. This magnificent fuck-up is quite…an accomplishment. You got further than all the others did. Congratulations.”
“Thank you?”
“Oh, it’s not a compliment. I still think you should have ran that woman over when you had the chance. But I think I know what stopped you.” Bren flicked his thumb over his nose. “I stowed away in the hold of a ship to get here—me and my cousins and a sack of rice. They discovered us halfway across the sea. They argued amongst themselves about what they were going to do about us…were they going to throw us overboard? Ship us to Dageis for a price, since we’re technically Dageian subjects? If you grew up in a colony like I did—if you were born amongst your people when the Empire of Dageis still had its claws on them—you got used to being treated like an object. Instead of fighting, we just sat there and…waited. Waited for them to exact their judgment on us. Waited for them to decide our fate like we were slabs of meat and they were gods. We could have fought, you know. We would have died trying, of course, but that courage…you don’t get that when you grow up in a place like Sorna. Something about living under the heel of people who deem themselves your superior can really leech the life out of your bones.”
He bit off another mouthful of Elderroot before absently putting another layer on Shel’s wounds.
“Eventually,” he continued, “they decided to just take us to port. Put us to work on the ship with half the rations. A kindness, to these men. Most would have done worse. And we got to Lionstown and then…they just set us free. Just like that. I stood there and just didn’t know what to do. We know all about the Kag back home, not just Dageis. We even learn their languages—most books in Sorna are written in Kagosh and Kagtar. And yet…after all our talk of adventure and seeing the world…I was suddenly afraid. Afraid of being caught again, judged again, even though I have done nothing worth being judged yet. Well, apart from being a stowaway.” He grinned.
“That’s when I met you,” Luc replied.
“I ran into you and blurted out I needed work and you asked if I was comfortable fighting and taking orders from rich folk, and do you know what the first thing I thought was? I thought, this man can see me. You asked—no one had ever asked me like that before, especially not when he could give me something I needed. Most people would have told me what to do and then judged if I was worth it. You had me then, hook, line, and sinker. And you thought Roena had all the charm.” He leaned back and closed his eyes. “You didn’t run her over because you saw her, too. The person behind the enemy. You’re a good man, Luc. God knows it’s not common in this line of work, but it doesn’t have to be. Who ever said the only way to make a living is to be cutthroat and vicious and treat people like dirt? I know Roena and that pompous Caiso thought less of you for it, but to be honest, if you left and they were running the company…I’d leave.”
“This coming from the man who eviscerated four Jinsein soldiers that I recall.”
“Five,” Bren said, holding his fingers out smugly. “And it would have been six, if that weird light didn’t knock us out. Look, I don’t want to fight, but if I have to, I’m pretty good at it.”
“I feel the same way. Sometimes I don’t know if I’m nice because I want to be or I have to be,” Luc said with a sigh. “I couldn’t get into the Hafed military, so I fell into this less…pleasant line of work. There are literally thousands of other things I could have done.”
Bren smirked. “Are you sure? Literally thousands?”
Luc shrugged. “Well, maybe less. But I wonder, sometimes, if Roena had it right all along. I don’t like killing people, but I’ve done it before, and I’ll do it again. What am I giving up in exchange? Do I stop to save my soul? I could sell her my part of the company and then just…start over somewhere. I don’t know. Maybe I’ll raise cows.” He chucked the pebble into the distance. It disappeared into the shadows without a sound.
“When that happens, I’ll go with you. Except instead of cows, can we do rigged horse races instead? I hear you can make a killing in Tilarthan that way.”
“We can run a crime syndicate. Or sell fancy hats.”
“Maybe you’re right,” Bren replied, closing his eyes. “Literally thousands.”
They fell silent when they heard footsteps. A man arrived—at least, what Luc figured was a man, at first. But as he drew closer, he felt his skin tingle. It was a ka-eng, dressed in purple silk clothing that gleamed even in the dark. A gold chain necklace hung around the ka-eng’s neck, with a single red gem set on its pendant.
Behind him, he heard Bren swear. “That’s…”
“You’ve seen one of us,” the ka-eng told Luc smoothly in a male voice. He tugged at his beard. Ka-eng’s skin had a bluish tone to it. It was once explained to Luc that pure agan instead of blood ran through their veins, which may have been a rumour. He wasn’t sure. What he knew was that ka-eng were considered the original inhabitants of that continent, people who lived and breathed the substance that allowed magic to exist in the land. Most people go their whole lives without ever meeting one—this was the third Luc had encountered.
“You’re not as surprised as your friend here,” the ka-eng continued. “It almost seems as if this is a rather frequent occurrence for you, is it not?”
“Attacking a Jinsein war camp, waking up in the bowels of the earth, and then meeting an elder such as yourself…” Luc nodded. “All in a day’s work.” He bowed, awkwardly. He felt like he did in his youth, all bone that jutted every which way.
“Those things,” Bren gasped. “Those are the fallen spirits. My mother told me about them.”
“Fallen spirits,” the ka-eng said. “I like that. Perhaps I’ll introduce myself as such at the next gala.” He snapped his fingers.
Two figures appeared behind him. They looked ka-eng, but these were tall and muscular, with a thin layer of brown fur. Tails flicked from their hindquarters. Neither looked at Luc—they simply walked past him and straight to Shel. They bent over her prone figure.
“What are you doing?” Luc asked. “You can’t take her. She—”
“Needs medical assistance, does she not?” the ka-eng asked.
Luc swallowed and nodded.
“My kusyani friends will take care of her,” the ka-eng continued. “Please. Come with me.” He took a step to the side.
“Me too?” Bren asked.
“Both of you,” the ka-eng said. He gestured before trailing down the tunnel and into the shadows.
The ka-eng introduced himself as Nhak.
“Nhak the Fallen Spirit,” he repeated with a chuckle, as if it was the most amusing thing he had heard all year. Maybe it was the most amusing thing he had heard all century. Ka-eng had very long lives, or so people said—Luc hadn’t known one long enough to know for sure.
Nhak led them through the tunnels, where they passed other people Luc didn’t recognize. All, he realized, were prisoners—they had the glassy-eyed look of people resigned to their fate. He wanted to ask what they were doing there, but held his tongue once more. The answer would come soon enough. He focused instead on their surroundings. The tunnels eventually led to a semi-circular door guarded by more kusyani. All of them bowed to Nhak before opening it.
Luc followed him up the steps to a well-lit hall. He spotted other doors like the one they’d just gone through, all lined up along the corridor. It reminded him of the entrance to an ant’s nest, and he figured every door led to more tunnels with prisoners inside. He was suddenly aware of his dry throat again. He tried to swallow and found he couldn’t.
“Nervous?” Nhak asked.
Luc continued to smile without saying anything.
“Don’t be,” Nhak continued. “What we need from you is fairly simple. Let me start from the beginning. You were brought into Sandigan as prisoners.”
“Is that the kind of thing you normally do?” Bren blurted out. “Nabbing innocent people for nothing?”
The humour faded from Nhak’s face. “You were both caught red-handed with a magical abomination, a creature that shouldn’t exist at all, let alone in these lands. Humans think so little of us…they think simply because they don’t see us that we don’t exist to protect this realm from the forces they play with for no reason other than that it’s there. We still have a responsibility to this realm, you know.” He tugged at his beard.
“We were taking the creature out of Gaspar,” Luc said.
“Gaspar is a human construct, as is Jin-Sayeng, and whatever the west has called itself in the last couple of centuries since I’ve checked. A few squabbling lords make marks on a piece of paper, and suddenly the ka-eng is supposed to yield our domains?” He clapped his hands. “But let’s not concern ourselves with those details. The most important thing is that you’re here, and I have claimed you as my champions for the fighting pits.”
“I’m sorry,” Luc replied. “I’m not quite following you. The fighting—”
“Pits,” Nhak patiently repeated. “We’re currently at the beginning of the Feastday Crusades, which is the closest translation we’ve found for it in the Kag-family of languages. It sounds rather…pedestrian, doesn’t it?”
Luc blinked. “Sure.”
“It’s anything but, of course,” Nhak continued. “It’s the highlight of Sandigan’s every year. You could say we’ve built the whole city around it.” He laughed. “Three hundred contestants, ten judges, for a few months out of the year. Humans we’ve claimed, ka-eng, and kusyani alike fight for domination, and of course as with any battle, those left standing are free to claim riches and prestige beyond your wildest dreams. Don’t you worry—it’s not supposed to be a fight to the death. We live several of your lifetimes…death bores us.”
“I have no desire for these riches you offer,” Luc said. “Nor do I want to be your champion. You said it’s not a fight to the death. Why do you think we’ll stay and fight for you?”
“You’re an honest one,” Nhak observed. “Most people wouldn’t dare put such thoughts out in the open, considering their circumstances.”
“I pride myself in being straight with the people who desire my services.”
“You think I’m hiring you?” Nhak clicked his tongue and shook his head. “No, my boy. Oh, no. You’ve misunderstood. You are fighting for me whether or not you want to. For starters, this next battle…”
Luc realized the corridor led to a giant set of iron doors, guarded by kusyani even larger than the last. A human man, dressed in drab robes, stepped forward and bowed to him, one knee on the ground while holding up a short sword still in its sheathe. Luc hesitated before taking it. The man bowed again before turning to Bren with a second sword.
“This next battle,” Nhak repeated with a sigh, “will determine your friend’s fate. You do want her to receive treatment, don’t you?”
“I thought you took her away to get treated,” Luc said.
Nhak shook his head again. “All I did was state what she needed. Whether or not she receives it is contingent on your performance. So.” He extended his arms like some sort of generous benefactor. “Don’t fail her.”
The doors opened, and Luc and Bren were unceremoniously shoved through.




Chapter Six
Amidst the sudden, thunderous roar from the crowd, Luc’s eyes adjusted to the bright sunlight to find himself in the bottom of what appeared to be a valley. At least three rows of seats were perched on the cliffs above, filled with people. He couldn’t make out the faces from where he was standing, but it was probably safe to assume most were ka-eng. If so, it was more than he thought still existed in the known world.
He turned his attention to the distance. The valley stretched beyond the seats to an empty horizon, a dry land of cracked soil, rock, and sand. Something told him nothing but desert lay across the expanse. The ka-eng seemed confident he wouldn’t make a run for it.
Bren must have been thinking the same thing. “How far can we get before those arrows hit us?” he observed.
Luc followed his gaze. Armoured guards patrolled edges of both cliffs on each side, bows slung casually over their shoulders. The sun’s glare bounced off the metal on the plate. “I will not leave Shel behind,” Luc said. “Besides, I’m willing to guess the others are here, too. Maybe they were claimed as champions by others. Whatever happens, we just have to survive this one.”
“And win it,” Bren reminded him. “They’re holding Shel’s treatment over our heads for this. What else are they going to do if we lose?”
“I don’t know.”
Bren drew his sword and tested its swing. “At least they gave us a decent blade. This is steel, isn’t it? Beats the iron swords you kept buying for us…those things can’t even gut a pig right. I’ve gone through five this year alone.”
“I told you I’d review the budget.” Luc sighed. “They could have given us a shield, though.”
“You ever used one in your life, boss?”
“No, but I paid to have you trained in it. I was hoping you would impress me with your spectacular prowess.”
Bren laughed. “I always meant to tell you…I hated that pompous son of a bitch instructor you hired. Gods, Lionstown is a swill bucket.”
The crowd fell silent. Luc looked up and noticed a single speaker on a podium on the cliff side, a step lower than the audience. Luc could see him better than the rest. It was a man—a thin, pale-skinned, balding man with red stubble all over his face. His disheveled appearance stood in contrast to his expensive-looking clothes, all dark and red velvet. It looked Hafed in style.
He said something in a language Luc couldn’t determine, a long, low monologue that had the crowd transfixed. It sounded almost like a poem, and Luc had the sense—since he couldn’t understand anything—that the man loved hearing himself going through the words. That he was speaking each line with flourish because he could say them at all, as opposed to feeling the need to communicate. After he was done, he turned to them both, and his smile—his humourless, vapid smile—twitched slightly.
“Gentlemen,” he said, with a slight nod. “I am Lord Marcius apn Larwas, head judge of the Feastday Crusades for the year—as I have been for the last three years. Are you of Gorent?”
“He is,” Bren said, jerking a thumb at Luc’s direction.
The man turned his whole body towards them. “But you didn’t understand a word I said. The Gorenten tongue is derived from the original languages spoken by the ka-eng. How unfortunate for you to hear something close to your mother’s tongue and not even recognize it.”
Luc bristled. He didn’t know why, but he suddenly hated the man. It wasn’t an emotion he was used to. But he continued to keep his mouth shut.
Someday, he thought. Someday I will prove you all wrong, but not right now. Right now, I need to maintain my composure.
The man took his silence to mean that he’d somehow won and pressed his hands together. He looked pleased—an expression mostly made clear by the sharp turn of his eyebrows rather than any other change on his face.
“Excellent,” he continued. “I’m going to enjoy this one. It’s fairly simple, the thing I was telling them. I was simply explaining to them how you are both…fucked.”
He didn’t laugh, but his servant—another tall, thick-limbed, white-skinned man with a thin goatee that looked like it belonged on a much younger boy—chortled with glee.
Lord Marcius waved a gloved hand to silence him.
“Forgive me, my lord,” the servant said, bowing so low he might as well have been licking the floor. “Forgive me. Step on my head if you must. You are so wise, so gracious, so…”
“Your names,” Lord Marcius continued. “For the benefit of your adoring audience.”
“Torobren Takal,” Bren replied.
Marcius wrote it down on the notebook in his hands. “And you?” he asked, turning to Luc.
Luc didn’t want to answer. He didn’t want to play the game. Bren elbowed him, and he finally mumbled it out. He wasn’t even sure anyone heard it.
“I assume you know the basics of combat,” Lord Marcius continued. “Let it be said that I am a fair judge. If either of you declare yourselves unfit for battle, simply say so, and I will let you walk away.”
Luc opened his mouth and Bren elbowed him a second time.
“He’s baiting you,” Bren said in a low voice. “Don’t fall for it. Look at his eyes.”
Luc stared until his own watered. No—there was no reading the man’s expression. He could be earnest, he could be lying, he could be playing with their lives. He couldn’t tell for sure, and Luc knew from experience to ask would be to risk more ridicule, or worse. He eventually nodded. It was clearly the answer—the only answer—Lord Marcius expected. With a dismissive sweep of his hand, he turned back to the crowd.
“This afternoon, these fighters Torobren and Luc will face challengers from the far west—bold, daring men who have travelled all this way and earned the right to display their prowess with our gracious hosts’ approval. May I present the renowned Derald the Bold and his company of berserkers!”
The doors behind them opened, and the crowd began to chant. Four men strode in—four giants, Luc realized with panic. Every single one was easily six feet tall, probably more. Hairy, bearded, muscular. They looked like they could break him over their knees. Worst of all…
“The fuckers have shields,” Bren groaned.
Luc ran.
He wasn’t brave. He wasn’t particularly strong. He had nothing to prove. In short…he wasn’t Roena.
So, he turned and ran until his lungs felt like bursting and the only thing that seemed to breathe life into him—in a bizarre sort of way—was when he saw Bren right beside him and he realized the man could run even faster.
“You asshole,” he managed, panting.
Bren laughed. It was a fatalistic laugh. They both knew there was no way they could face one of those men and win, let alone all four. And that was if they were evenly matched. They had two short swords between them. The assholes had long swords and shields and spears, from the brief glimpse Luc had of them. He wouldn’t be surprised if they had more hidden somewhere. They were big and wore enough leather armour that they could have multiple daggers strapped to their bodies if they wanted to. What did they do to deserve all that armour? It probably didn’t matter.
“Me, the asshole? I should say the same thing about you,” Bren gasped. “What the fuck did you do in your past life to deserve this?”
“Probably the same thing you did,” Luc replied. “Fates bound, and all that. Let’s drink to it if we ever survive this.”
“Fuck, fuck, fuck.”
“I don’t think swearing is going to make them go away.”
“Fuck!” Bren screamed, his voice echoing through the valley. He finally stopped and turned around, beating his bare chest with one hand. He struck it so hard it sounded like a drum. Sweat dripped down his other arm.
“Fine, then!” he roared. “You’re going to say it’s fair and then not make it fair, fine. Come and get me, you assholes! I’m going to make this hard for you. First one who catches up, I’m going to tear apart with my bare hands. Come and get me!”
“Giving up already?” Luc whispered behind him. “Get yourself together.”
“Sons of bitches,” Bren wheezed. “Assholes, all of them. Think this is fun? Think suffering and despair is entertaining? You heartless fuckers!”
“There must be something we can do.” He looked around their surroundings and his eyes settled on the left cliff side, the walls of which weren’t as straight as the one on the right. It was crooked, like a stack of coins that someone had pressed slightly from the side. “Look at those rocks to your left.”
Bren jerked his head slightly to the direction.
“We could climb them,” Luc said. “Their weapons and armour will weigh them down.”
Bren didn’t even argue. He nodded, and they both scampered to the cliff side. Above them, the crowd roared, and Luc noticed the archers approach.
He ignored them, ignored his beating heart as he reached the first rock ledge. He scrambled up quickly and then turned around, grabbed Bren’s hand, and pulled him after. Their enemies were getting closer. The head start wasn’t as much as he expected, and their opponents could run just as fast. But the height gave them an advantage. “Go further up,” he told Bren.
“What the hell are you doing?”
“Just go!”
Sweat pouring from his brow, he drew his sword and then picked up a rock, one that fit comfortably inside his hand. The first strand of golden hair appeared from the cliff below. Holding his breath for a moment, he aimed, and flung it as soon as it gave way to a forehead.
He hit his target with a resounding thwack! The man roared and fell backward; Luc had the sense he must have landed on his friend below. But he didn’t want to stop to check. He grabbed another rock and turned back to follow Bren.
“Further up, and then we can’t climb anymore,” Bren told Luc as he hoisted him up. “What are you going to do then?”
Luc gritted his teeth. “Fight,” he whispered.
As if on cue, a warrior caught up to them, all but leaping while he heaved himself over the ledge. Luc threw his rock again and this one simply skimmed the top of his head. The man laughed.
“Little monkeys,” he sneered. “Silly, weak little monkeys. Come and meet Derald’s blade!”
“No, thank you,” Luc said, readying himself. Bren did the same thing.
Derald roared and charged.
The mountainous lump of meat didn’t have his shield with him. Luc’s plan, at least, meant he had to leave it behind. Which may not have made that much of a difference because the man’s rush alone told Luc he was just as dangerous without. He jumped to the right, giving Bren time to strike Derald from the back. Derald smashed against a boulder and then…
A meaty arm grabbed Luc from behind.
He felt his breath getting squeezed out with the swift motion—the only thing stopping the man from breaking his neck was the unnatural angle of the footing. The man had made a running leap up and was perched awkwardly on top of a narrow boulder, balancing himself while attempting to kill Luc from above. Still holding on to his sword, Luc stuck his left fingers into the space between his throat and the man’s arm to buy himself some time, at least to give him a chance to breathe. And then…
He shoved the man back, hard. They both crashed down the ledge into the next one below, with his enemy taking the brunt of the fall. The man attempted to regain his footing and got his leg stuck between two boulders instead. A sickening crack followed, the sound of a dead tree breaking under its own weight. The man dropped Luc and groaned, his leg twisted unnaturally where he was pinned. His broken bone jutted out of the flesh—it looked like someone had snapped it in half. Luc took a gulp of fresh air. He rushed the warrior from the side. The man tried to meet his blow, but he couldn’t even move. Luc’s blade sank into his throat—he pulled and stabbed him again, and again, and again.
The man could’ve had a dozen weapons, but all you needed was one to kill.
He grabbed the man’s arm and pushed the body further down. It struck one of his companions, still scrabbling down below. This time, Luc could see that his first strike had disabled his opponent—the man lay in a heap below, unmoving. Lucky. That was the name his father had given him, after all. That meant other than Derald, only one other warrior was left standing.
Luc faced upward. Bren charged Derald, who swayed on unsteady feet after his failed charge. Luc didn’t have time to worry about him. He leaped back down instead, right behind the warrior climbing up the cliff.
“I’m here,” he said, almost calmly. “Come on, now. I’m going nowhere.”
The man turned and jumped to face him, teeth clenched.
The blade felt almost light in Luc’s hands.
Up above, he heard a scream. Bren. But it wasn’t a scream of pain. It was a cry of victory, the sound of a man giving it his all and finding his mark. Luc took it as a sign to attack.
This time, he couldn’t rely on tricks. Derald’s warrior had grabbed a shield from the ground and was coming for him, the sword in his hands whirling faster than Luc ever thought a weapon of that size was capable of. Luc breathed.
“Remember to breathe,”
Roena used to tell him during their sparring practices. “Don’t hold it in like that. What are you, bracing for childbirth? Breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth slowly, like so…”
“What’s the point?” he remembered asking.
“Look at me,” she’d said. “I’m not a big man.”
“Really, now? I couldn’t tell.”
“I’m a woman, and even so, I’m not built like a warrior like Hana there. There’s no way I can defeat someone head on. But you know something else? They don’t know what to do if you try.” She sniffed, as if this was the most obvious thing in the world.
“If you try…” He shook his head. “Then they could hurt you.”
“The whole point is to remain calm and give yourself time to find somewhere they don’t expect you to. A hound doesn’t have to be the size of his prey. He just has to sink his teeth in the right spot.”
The warrior swung, intending it to be one, quick, killing blow. Luc let his breath slide past his lips as he turned on his feet. Not a full circle, not even half. Just enough that he could see the blade and his whole life flash before his eyes. The edge of it struck his arm, cutting through his sleeve. Blood dripped down his skin. The warrior, realizing he’d missed, grabbed him by his other hand, pulling him where he could easily crush Luc’s skull with a fist.
He stabbed the warrior in the heart at the same time.
The warrior was too open, too big; even with the shield, he wasn’t able to draw it to his chest fast enough when Luc sidled through. Knowing even the man’s death throes could harm him, he kept himself in there in a damned embrace. He was so close, he was breathing the man’s blood into his own nose and feel his heart slowly stop pounding. A larger warrior wouldn’t have been able to pull it off.
Eventually, his enemy stopped moving. Luc pushed himself away as the heavy body thudded to the ground and turned to meet Bren, who was clambering down the ledge, his dark face slick with sweat. Beaming.
“We did it!” he roared. “We—”
An arrow flew from the edge of the cliff, embedding itself straight into Luc’s leg. Another was loosed on Bren. He stumbled forward, falling off the ledge to land beside Luc in a pool of blood.
“You fucking assholes!” Bren roared, turning around. “We won fair and square!”
“Oh, I concede that you may have,” Lord Marcius said as he appeared from behind the archers. “Nevertheless, we didn’t say the battle ended there.”
“What?” Luc asked.
“We never said winning involves killing your opponents.” Lord Marcius cleared his throat. “At the very least, you’re supposed to outlast everything we throw at you—until we say it’s over. And this battle ended…so quickly. We wouldn’t want to disappoint the crowd now, do we?” He clapped his hands again.
From the far end of the valley, Luc saw the doors open once more. A single man walked out. He was smaller than Derald and his warriors, but that didn’t ease Luc’s heart any.
It was Sugatt, the Jinsein soldier from the camp.




Chapter Seven
Survive.
Where had he heard that before? Probably the night they left Tilarthan for Port Bluetree and they had the rice and all their worldly possessions stolen from their wagon. Grandmother had whispered it into his ear, holding him tight to her chest while he watched his father scramble through the mud after the thieves. Survive, little one. It is all we can do. Survive. He particularly remembered that day because of how clear the sunlight was, like the gods themselves were pulling up the curtains so they could better see what was playing out in front of them. It was—from the perspective of his young, naïve self—almost comical. Jak had returned to the cart, empty-handed, limping, his skin—the same shade as Luc’s, now that he thought about it, as if they truly were father and son—as brittle as a dying tree. He didn’t say a word, simply clambered into the driver’s seat and urged the horse back down the other way. Luc learned much later on that he had caught up to the thieves and was simply beaten for it. It was a wonder they left him alive to crawl back to them.
Now Luc stood in the same position, years later, and the first thing he did—before his mind could even process the absurdity of what was happening—was to snap the arrow on his leg in half. He turned to Bren, who had pulled his out instead. They limped further down the valley, to the dismay of the crowd.
“Kags!” Sugatt called.
Luc ignored him. The arrow in his leg throbbed, but it was as if his body had a will of its own. It didn’t want him to surrender. He knew he was too injured to put up a good fight, but that didn’t mean he had to surrender. Roena would have called it out sooner. She would have stormed up that cliff to demand Lord Marcius to even the odds, and maybe he would even listen. But such hopes were beyond him. He was just as likely to get stabbed for his audacity as he was to get a sliver of hope.
He dragged his leg and kept walking. A cloud briefly flashed over the sunlight, giving him a moment of relief. He wiped the sweat off his face, focused on his breathing. Breathe through the pain. Calmly, Luc. Wait for an opening. You’re tired and you’re bleeding and you’re in pain, but there’s just one of him. Just like last time. Just like…
Pain flashed in his senses. He felt himself spinning, as if he’d been dropped on his head. He fell forward and forced his eyes open.
He wasn’t in the valley anymore. It wasn’t sand that cushioned his fall, but grass—a greenish-blue grass so tall it towered over his body. His senses felt muted, like he was viewing everything from behind a thin blanket. Even the pain in his leg felt distant, though he could still feel it burrowing inside the bone. An idea of pain, rather than direct.
He pushed himself up. A woman was standing in front of him, a staff in one hand. She looked…unamused. Eyes narrowed, mouth set in a thin line. Spectacles were perched on her nose. They were slightly bigger than the ones common in the Kag and gave her the look of an unamused owl.
“Did it not occur to you, perhaps, that there is no way the ka-eng would let you just disappear in plain sight?” she asked.
He had hardly opened his mouth to reply when Bren appeared, as if materializing out of nowhere. There was a moment’s pause, and then Sugatt came running from their left. The Jinsein’s eyes adjusted to his surroundings, and he slowly lowered his sword and stopped. The shock on his face made it look like his spirit had left his body. Considering how everything felt, Luc was almost sure that was exactly what happened to all of them.
The woman slowly flicked her staff upward. The surrounding air glowed slightly. “There,” she said. “Now it’s just the three of you. That’s much more manageable.”
“Who are you?” Luc finally asked.
“The Sandigan Council brought me in to make this year’s Feastday Crusades…interesting,” the woman continued. “Watching people hack at each other all day long can get tiresome, especially after the six hundred and eighty-fifth time.”
“This thing has been going on for over six hundred years?”
The woman made a sweeping gesture. “The bottom of that cliff—the arena you see—is covered with portals. Each one takes you to a different place in the wilderness—a thick, dense, inescapable area. The only way out is to go back, which is through the other portal.” She pointed to the faint glow in the distant surroundings. “I’ve set up windows here as well, which projects over the valley where the spectators are. They are watching you as we speak.”
“They told us defeating the enemy isn’t the key to winning a battle,” Luc finally said. He repeated what he said in Jinan, before glancing at Sugatt. “Is that what they told you?”
“They told me to win this battle and my sister will be safe,” Sugatt replied.
“Shit,” Luc grumbled. “I’m doing this for Shel. You remember Shel. Your general cut off her arm.”
“For her insolence. Did you expect him to back off? We’re at war.”
“You and I? We’re not. She’s just a girl. He could have flung her into the bushes with the same effect.”
“Who forced her to work with you? Who brought her along? Did you think the Oren-yaro are a joke?”
“For the record,” the woman broke in, “I can understand what you’re both saying. And all I can say is you’re wasting time and possibly points as we speak. The judges score you based on your performance out here. To win is to fight well, no matter what the circumstances. Amaze the judges. You should know that it is possible to walk out of here with both of you alive.”
“Is it possible for both of us to win?” Luc asked.
“That’s not for me to decide,” the woman said. She lifted her arms and carefully stepped back. It was like she was stepping into another room altogether—the door shut and suddenly she was gone.
“You heard her,” Luc began. “We don’t have to—”
Sugatt swung his sword, cutting a diagonal slash from his shoulder to his hip. Luc barely backed up in time. He felt a trickle of blood and suddenly he could feel everything again—the throbbing, the arrow still digging into his knee, the now-pounding headache, the exhaustion in his arms. Sugatt twirled the sword in his hand, almost as if it were weightless, pulled his arm back around his neck, and sent a circular swing that Luc barely deflected from striking him.
Their surroundings flickered.
“Don’t you see what’s happening here?” Luc asked, drawing away from the battle. “That woman was a mage. This is magic! We can’t assume anything works the way we expect it to. We have to put our heads together and—”
Bren knocked Sugatt to the ground from the side. Bren lifted his sword; Sugatt grabbed his arm and bit it just as he stabbed down.
The movement caused the sword to graze Sugatt’s rib and embed itself in the soil. Sugatt now moved up, crashing his skull against Bren’s. Bren stumbled back, dropping his sword. Sugatt lunged for it.
There were two swords in both his hands now. He twirled them effortlessly, even with the blood dripping down his sides, and Luc suddenly had the memory of how Jinsein warriors trained with sticks and staves to obliterate their enemy. Every weapon functioned as part of their body, not as an extension. He could defeat Luc the same way he’d defeated the berserker earlier—by forcing him to get up close. Except the short swords which Luc had trouble with, was second nature to him, and he could use them in either hand. Luc couldn’t see a space where he could get in, stab, and get out. Sugatt was forcing him to fight in a space that to Luc, seemed like a whirlwind of death.
Survive. It seemed like such a simple thing, once. Luc wiped his sweat again, wondering how you were supposed to do that if the other guy had the same idea. For Luc, it was Shel’s life at stake. He cared about her, but the dangerous glint in the other man’s was because of his own family, his own blood. The fire burned hotter inside of him.
“Let’s talk about this,” he repeated, before Sugatt charged.
There was no winning that fight. Luc might not have been out in the field often, but he’d spent the last few years observing fighters and breaking their skills down in his head so he would know whom to send where. Roena thought it was time wasted. “They’re hired muscle. Stop overthinking it.”
Ironic, for a woman who wanted to see the Boarshind grow from the handful they had.
For Luc, it had been simply a matter of efficiency. If he sent four in place of eight, he could pay the four more and still make a tidy profit. Nothing overlooked, nothing wasted. He liked it that way because it also meant he wasn’t giving clients empty promises. If he said his mercenaries could do it, they would. Hana was always a safe bet, and so had been Caiso. Roena was—well, she always found a way to win, so he tried hard not to worry about her. Bren was one of his better fighters lately, along with Ilus, despite what the man’s round gut and slow, lumbering moves suggested otherwise. Demon was showy, valuable when the client wanted flair. When they didn’t, he could send Nayan, who was dependable, unassuming, and often very surprising.
He knew what skill in battle looked like, even if he wasn’t the best fighter himself. It was his bread and butter. He had spilled wine over long discussions about it with his captains, spent time and money making sure his mercenaries got the necessary training, so he wasn’t sending novice brutes out there on delicate jobs. And though he didn’t know what Sugatt’s status was amongst his people, he knew he was severely out of his league.
But there was nowhere to run this time, not with his leg. He met the charge and felt one blade cut him across the chest again. The other struck him in the arm. He tried to score a blow across Sugatt’s midsection and felt the sword ripped out of his hand as Sugatt slashed him from below. As soon as the blade toppled from his hands, Sugatt roared, kicking him in the belly. Luc staggered back and fell to the ground.
He stared at the sky, at the softly swaying trees.
Father, he thought. Father, are you there?
Jak used to say your ancestors came for you at the hour of death, but he had never really clarified if that meant only your blood ancestors. Luc didn’t know his, and he was sure they didn’t know him. So, if not Jak, who then? He had no one in his life.
Suddenly, it wasn’t death that he feared the most. It was the fact that he was going to die alone. That emptiness awaited, not the sweet embrace of his ancestors, just like the Kags believed. No wonder they snatched at everything like there would be nothing left if they didn’t—the greed masked the fear that nothing outlasted their struggles.
Father? You never did quite tell me how to survive, did you? You and me…we were just expected to. I think I understand why, now. Forgive me for saying it like this but…it’s bullshit. Some people breathe water and cough it out. Others can’t and drown. We would all survive if we could. But it’s all just luck, isn’t it? Luck, and I think mine has run out…
A trumpet blared. A hand grabbed his shoulder, dragging him one or two paces away from where he had fallen. He blinked. The shade was gone, and the piercing sunlight had returned. He was lying on the sand now, beneath the screaming spectators. His own sweat made his wounds feel like glass shards. He thought of the creature they’d been sent to fetch and wondered if it was more embarassing to die like this than during the mission, like the other mercenaries before him. Maybe the others were right. He really wasn’t cut out for this line of business. He found such fantastic ways to fuck it up.
“Finish him! Finish him!” the crowd was chanting.
“Are you sure?” Lord Marcius was on his podium—his grand, gilded podium. “You all want to see this man—this brave, quick-thinking man—have his life ended right now?”
The crowd’s roars grew louder. Luc couldn’t tell if all agreed. He watched his bloody fingers twitch above the sand. An ant crawled over his fingers, light as feathers. He didn’t even have the energy to flick it away.
Deciding that he wasn’t going to let them decide if he could help it, he closed his eyes and hoped his father would fetch him soon.




Chapter Eight
“These are your quarters, Lady Anora,” the servant said, opening the door to the most luxurious room Anira had ever seen in her life. Her mouth fell open. She turned to the servant.
“It’s Anira,” she managed.
The servant just smiled.
“Are you sure we didn’t get lost?”
The servant’s brows furrowed. “Is it…not to your liking?”
Anira turned her gaze back to the room. It was large enough for a four-poster bed with glossy purple sheets. A backless, velvet-covered bench was propped up next to the window, directly across a table with four stools. Every item of furniture must have cost more than Anira’s parents’ house. Even the heavy, wine-red curtains were laced with gold. The curtains back home were just pieces of bamboo tied together with string, which Anira and her siblings sometimes had to re-thread after hurricane season.
“I’m just wondering if you brought me to the right place,” Anira said.
“I did.” The man clapped his hands together and gestured down the hall. “Over at the very end, you will find a bathhouse. Many of the fighters like to relax with a hot bath after a day’s work. I can arrange a change of clothes and some towels if you’d like.” He looked up expectantly, like he was waiting for her to say yes. Almost as if the prospect of having to wait on her hand and foot was something he was looking forward to.
“Thank you—” she started, and the look on his eyes brightened immensely, “—but I think I’m going to rest first, if that’s all right with you.” She hesitated to add because my body still hurts from whatever you all did to me to bring me here. The man was too friendly and happy, and she really didn’t want that to change. She wondered where Yenaten and Hana were. They had separated them right at the gates after being declared winners, and she inwardly hoped they were treating them as well as they were treating her.
The smile remained affixed on the man’s face, but a hint of disappointment glimmered in his eyes.
“If that’s your wish,” he said. “Please, call any time you need anything. There’s a bell right outside your door that will alert me immediately.” He gestured to the table. “There’s some food and drink here for you if you’re feeling peckish, but we also have a formal mealtime in about two hours. Tonight’s menu is quite good—I suggest you don’t overstuff yourself.”
He gave a gracious bow before gently closing the door behind him.
Anira found it easier to breathe now that she was alone. She made her way to the table. An assortment of breads, cheeses, and dried meats sat inside a tray. There was also a little saucer filled with a paste that smelled like mint, berries, and onions. Anira figured it was something to slather on the bread. A small, clear bottle contained something that smelled like wine.
She took a bite of everything, and nothing more—just enough to sate the gnawing hunger in her belly. Both the food and wine had a floral aftertaste, even the cheese. She didn’t know if it was the ingredients used or something else, and a part of her was suddenly afraid to find out. What happened back in the camp, the last thing she remembered…it made her distrust everything. The bed: it looked soft, with luxurious sheets of the like she’d only seen in Yenaten’s home and even then, nothing half as inviting. Was it hiding venomous snakes? Knives in the mattress? Did the shaggy blue rug under her feet shed toxins? Even the bookcase in the corner looked foreboding. You see magic once and it turns your entire world upside-down. What she had been taught couldn’t possibly exist happened right in front of her, and now nothing made sense.
She took a deep breath. She was scaring herself, and that wouldn’t help her situation any. It was more important for her to keep calm enough to find her brother. After that, she needed to find a way out. She had no intention of fighting another battle if she could help it, let alone take part in these games. She still wasn’t even entirely sure she wasn’t dreaming—she just couldn’t afford it if she wasn’t. Anira had ruined so much already, but it wasn’t too late. Their parents were waiting for her to bring her brother home.
“All right,” she said, pushing the food away and wiping the crumbs and dust from her hands. Sitting around wasn’t going to reveal answers. The bathhouse might. There would be other people there, other fighters. She could ask questions. She could do something, because as tired as she was, she knew she wouldn’t get any sleep worrying about her brother.
She got up and walked back through the door. The pristine hall, with its marble floors, was empty. She rang the bell and then waited, wondering if anyone could even hear it.
And yet they did. The servant from earlier came running down from the far end, almost stumbling on the polished floors in his haste. “Was there something in there not to your liking, my lady? If there’s anything wrong, you can just say so. I’ll take care of it.”
She looked at him, taking a moment to observe how frazzled he was, more so than a few minutes ago. He was shaking. Frightened of her? She couldn’t tell. Her eyes ran over the colour of his skin. It was as brown as hers, which didn’t tell her anything. He could be from around these parts (if she still knew where they were), he could be from one of the islands, he could be from the north or in the empire across the sea. He spoke in Jinan, but not with an accent that she would have deemed local.
“I changed my mind about the bathhouse,” she said, trying to keep her voice light. “If you would be so kind as to direct me to it…”
“Oh, of course,” he said, bobbing his head up and down. He looked relieved she wasn’t angry. “Of course. Come right this way.” He extended his hand, leading her down the hall.
Anira had been expecting the bathhouse to be as equally luxurious as what she had seen so far, but nothing could prepare her for exactly how big it was. It was like entering a palace by itself, with the gold-plated arches around the main entrance and the elaborately carved stone columns. The servant directed her to a female attendant, who directed her to a stall with a basket of soap, lotion, and oils. She was asked to strip her clothes and place them on a tray behind the curtains. As soon as she had done so, a spray of hot water appeared from the ceiling, giving her a chance to wash herself.
After she finished with her shower, she opened the curtains and noticed her clothes were gone. The attendant returned with a towel, briskly wrapped it around her torso before she could do it herself, and directed her further down the narrow corridor, past the other stalls.
Now she found herself in the main building—a massive pool of hot water that smelled like lavender and roses. She could even see the rose petals floating on the surface of the slightly foamy water. The attendant held out a hand for her towel, and Anira gave it to her before dropping into the pool. The water rose to her chest as she made her way down the steps. The attendant folded the towel and placed it on the edge, just beside a spout that pumped fresh hot water straight into the pool.
“Now this is something,” Anira said under her breath. She couldn’t imagine that sort of decadence existing anywhere in Jin-Sayeng. She walked deeper into the pool, rose petals drifting lazily around her as she made waves through the water.
“It really is,” someone replied in Jinan. A scarred woman sat on the seating built into the stone along the edges. “The marvel of Sandigan, you could say. They claim there’s nothing quite like it in the world, though the person who made it probably hasn’t been to Dageis. The richer lak’an have made it their life’s goal to outdo each other’s bathhouses. Still, this one isn’t half-bad, if a little ancient.”
“You’re one of the fighters,” Anira said.
“The name’s Pan.” The woman tipped her head forward and woman lifted a soggy hand out of the water, extending it for Anira to shake. Anira dubiously took it.
“Anira,” she replied. “I’m…new.”
“I could see that from when you walked in looking like a cat dropped in the middle of nowhere. I half-expected you to turn around hissing and try to claw my face out.” She smirked.
Anira glanced around. “Is this the only bathhouse in this place? I’m looking for my friends.”
“Oof,” Pan said.
“What do you mean?”
“Friends? You shouldn’t have friends here.” Pan leaned back, stretching her arms along the edge of the pool. “That’s my first advice to you, if you want to survive till the end of this game here. Don’t have friends.”
“I’m sorry, I don’t understand.”
Pan flicked drops of water away from her nose. “This is my fourth Feastday Crusade. They have this thing every year.”
“You’ve won four times?”
“No,” she said with a laugh. “I haven’t won a single thing. Two years ago, I got close to the final round, but this…” She pointed at a scar that started from her shoulder and went down her breastbone. “Knocked me right out of the ranking. They wouldn’t even give me another chance.”
“That’s…unfortunate.”
Pan spat to the side of the pool. “‘Unfortunate’ doesn’t even cover it. We’d won, my group and I. Killed our opponents savagely, as we’d been expected to. Subtlety and efficiency doesn’t cut it out here. Then the judge spoke to crowd and asked if he’d like to see us turn on each other. Before I could process what was happening, my partner turned around and stabbed me in the back before trying to cut me in half. She didn’t do a great job, thank heavens—I woke up in the infirmary covered in bandages.” She dipped the strands of her black hair in the water before wringing it. “I was turned out into the street as soon as I healed—apparently that was the reward I’d earned, never mind I’d sunk myself into debt trying to compete here. See, this is the thing about this competition. You could have…just about anything you can dream of asking for in return. And as long as you’ve got no weaknesses, you might even have a chance of getting them.”
Anira furrowed her brows.
“This is how this game works,” Pan said, with a brief sigh of exasperation. “Everything is rigged.”
“What?”
“This isn’t a competition for the most skilled fighter. It’s a competition for entertainment and a chance to make money on the side, which means they’re going to do everything in their power to increase both. The Sandigan elites, their nobility, have organized the events, but many nobles from across the world—those lucky enough to be bequeathed the knowledge of Sandigan’s existence alone—are also here hoping to make their mark amongst the ka-eng. And they have…wagers going on all the time. Not just on the outcome of the battle, but how you’re going to respond to it. So the battles are picked and often weighed heavily against the underdog. They score based on these, too.”
Anira felt herself grow dizzy at the thought. “How can they score fairly, if that’s the case?”
“Aren’t you listening? None of it is fair. It’s not supposed to be. It’s all on the whim of the crowd, the elites in the background, whatever they feel like doing. Remember what I told you about not having weaknesses? That means no friends, no family, no injuries…if you can’t draw a bow and they find out, I can bet my left tit your next round will involve bows somehow. If you’ve got a broken foot, they’re going to make you run a race. If you’ve lost an arm, you might just as easily be strapped onto a shield and sword instead of being declared a loser so you can go back home.”
“And people join this?” Anira asked, incredulous. “Voluntarily?”
“Every battle you win, they give you everything they said they would, and then more,” Pan said. “And for that last, untouchable prize…the chance to have everything you could have ever dreamed of. I’ve heard of winners getting manors, even titles, in exchange. Land. Money. Fame. I mean, why else would you be here?”
She shook her head. “They took us prisoners. We didn’t come here of our own accord.”
“Hmm. You must have pissed them off, then.”
“I was in my uncle’s camp. We were in the middle of dealing with an attack on ours. Then a bright blue light happened…and we woke up here. In the middle of a fight.” Anira resisted swearing, though it was hard not to. Pan’s words sounded outrageous, but thinking back on it almost made sense. Was she not supposed to wake up? Were they thrown in there to serve as a feast for the wolves, and the fact that they woke up changed things for the better? She couldn’t get over the feeling that the win
she’d experienced was a stretch. It was circumstantial, handed to her by the skin of her neck only because it made for a better story. The alternative was much worse, and it could have happened just as easily. Sheer, mind-numbing luck. The thought made her nauseous. If the wind had blown the wrong way, she would be dead.
“That sounds like something they would ask someone to do,” Pan said. “Since they’re not capable of it themselves anymore.”
“What are you talking about? I thought legends talk of ka-eng and their magic all the time.”
“These aren’t the same ones your legends speak of,” Pan said. “I don’t quite understand it myself either, but they don’t have magic. It’s the whole reason they have these Feastday Crusades. They’re bored, these assholes. Bored out of their minds. And watching us try to kill each other and try to survive is all that’s keeping their sanity throughout these centuries.”
They got dressed and left the bathhouse, and Pan, despite all her talk about not making friends, caught up to Anira in the hall. “If you’re heading to the dining hall anyway, I may as well show you around,” she said.
“I hope you’re not planning to poison me along the way,” Anira commented.
Pan laughed. “Goodness. I wouldn’t dare. That’s just going to look worse on my scores, you know.” She waved off the servant who seemed to be offering Anira the same, guided tour. “I’ll take it from here.”
The servant said nothing, but he didn’t move away, either. “I said I’ll take it from here, arpan,” she hissed. She said the last word like a killing blow. It sounded similar to the Jinan word for indentured servant, though the Jinseins would never admit to it. People who served the nobility for pay they can’t live on, if even—often for nothing more than because they owed the family. A blood-debt that could never be repaid. She wondered if this man was in the same situation.
“I’ll be fine,” Anira told him. “Thank you.”
His face twitched. But eventually, he gave a short bow and walked away like he was being physically dragged.
“Not all who lose the games are set free,” Pan said shortly. “Escaping this place is as elusive as winning. You’re looking at a potential fate for you if you don’t perform as expected. He lives for the off chance that the warrior he is serving puts in a good word for him. I don’t know what good that will do, but I suppose one needs some semblance of hope not to go mad. There’s not much to do around here outside of the battles.”
“Can’t he just leave?”
“What’s the use of a door if they don’t give you a key?”
“Are you saying he’s here against his will?”
Pan shrugged. “He might be. He might not be. It all depends on whatever terms he agreed to.”
“You didn’t agree to such terms. Why do you come back?”
Pan flicked her on the forehead. “We’ve talked about this. The reward…”
“Yes, all right,” Anira said, brushing her fingers away. “I still don’t think I understand. If this is a lion’s den where anything can happen, why are you even here at all? You’ve miraculously survived three times. It makes more sense for you to just cut your losses.”
“Let me guess,” Pan replied. “You’re someone who’s had your basic needs met your whole life, huh?”
“I don’t understand. My family isn’t rich.”
“What do you do?”
“We’re farmers.”
“Do you only eat what you produce?”
Anira blinked. “We own our lands. We sell our produce and save what we earn, and if a hurricane ever ruins that year’s crops, we buy what we need.”
Pan snapped her fingers. “There you go. Not rich, you say, but you’ve never been hungry—truly, desperately hungry. You may not have fine things and you may not be able to buy everything you want, but you have everything you need and that makes all the difference. For others, the world is a lion’s den.” She shrugged. “In here or out there, it all looks the same to me. The world and its unwinnable games is a fact of life. At least in here, they’re not subtle about it. At least here, there’s a chance it will all end in the blink of an eye, favourably or not. I dislike uncertainty. Give me a battle I can wade through or die trying—at least there, I know where I stand.”
She laughed as they reached the dining hall. Unlike the bathhouse, this one was almost nondescript: opening up from an empty stretch of hallway with plain columns marking the entryway and plain, blank, white walls in the chamber itself. Rows of wooden tables and benches were arranged in straight lines. Anira smelled roasting meat and the steam of fragrant white rice, and hoped neither had the floral aftertaste of the food in her room. They joined a small line which led to a man in an apron shoving trays with a plate of rice, a golden pastry on the side, a bowl of curried meat, and a cup of tea across the counter. Anira picked one up and was about to follow Pan to a table when a figure sitting quietly in the corner caught her eye.
A wave of relief overcame her. It was her brother. “Sugatt!” she called.
He didn’t hear her at first. She hurriedly walked past Pan, to the far end of the dining hall. Only when she slammed the tray on the table and sidled into the bench across him did he finally look up. She saw the reason for his sluggishness: his left eye was swollen and there were bandages around his chest, so much that his shirt was merely draped over his shoulders like a cape.
“Brother!” She broke into a grin. “You’re alive. Thank the gods.”
He stared back at her in disbelief. “You…” he began. The familiar scowl appeared on his lips. “They told me you were a hostage. They said I had to fight to win your freedom. I thought the worst. I thought they had you locked in some dungeon being tortured or—”
“They made me think the same thing,” she replied. She paused. “You were actually worried about me?”
He looked away, ignoring her statement. “Some mess we’ve found ourselves in.” He was always so good at deflecting her attempts at affection. Always? She paused, trying to search her memories for a time when he wasn’t so standoffish, when he would have been as happy to see her as she was him. It must have existed once. She didn’t think she would care for him so much if he didn’t at least once reciprocate. Family was family, but they could at least like each other.
Anira picked up the pastry, broke it in half, and sniffed it. “I can think of a couple that were worse,” she said, trying to keep her own voice light. She didn’t want to betray how upset she was that Sugatt looked almost annoyed that he didn’t have to save her after all. She took a nibble. It was light and fluffy, filled with ground meat and peas that tasted like she expected them to. She devoured it in the next bite.
He glowered. “Name one.”
She poked the rice with her fingers. “The time we tainted Yenaten’s family’s water supply with the dead rat comes to mind…”
“That was all you, Anira.”
“Yes, but you helped get the body wedged in there so tight we couldn’t get it out, and…” Pan appeared with her tray, and Anira gave a smooth smile. “This is my brother, Sugatt,” she said. “Sugatt, this is Pan. I met her in the bathhouse.”
Sugatt gave a small nod. “I hope they don’t make us kill each other.”
“I hope they do,” Pan said brightly. “It’s harder to kill someone you don’t know. You’ve got to make sure they’re not hiding something terribly inconvenient.”
“What makes you so sure I don’t have that?” Sugatt asked. “I’m here because I won my last battle.”
“Tough guy, eh?” Pan snorted. “I’ve won over thirty, boy. Watch you don’t become a notch on my bedpost.”
“A notch on your—” Anira began.
“Don’t you have that expression where you’re from?”
“You’re not from Jin-Sayeng?”
Pan gave a sniff. “As if. If you cut a swathe across these provinces—from here to Al-ir—you’ll find people speak both Jinan and the common Garran—what you call Gasparian—rather fluently. Barun used to be part of Jin-Sayeng, you know. A long time ago. Too long ago. Somehow, the languages remained.”
“Well, it doesn’t matter,” Anira said. “We’re not planning on prolonging our stay. As soon as we find our cousin, we’re going to get out.”
“The fastest way out of here is through the corpse pit.”
“You said they want entertainment. All we have to do is not play the game, and…”
Pan began laughing. She laughed so hard tears started rolling down her cheeks. “Gods,” she finally said, wiping them away. “Ah, I’ve forgotten how amusing you beginners could be. All that hope. All that fire. I love it!” She struck Anira’s chest with a fist. “Hold on to that for every battle and you might find your way out. You’ll at least make fine fodder for veterans like me. You make us look good, you know.”
Anira shook her head. “What if we don’t want to win?”
“Then you’re idiots.”
“We can work together to escape.”
“Weaknesses,” Pan said. “Remember when I said that? Your cousin is a weakness, and so is this ridiculous attachment you have towards escaping together.” She pushed her tray away so she could set both her elbows on the table. “Don’t. Have. Weaknesses.” She prodded Anira’s chest with her finger with every word.
“My cousin won the battle with me. They seem to be fine with the idea of together so far.”
“Gods, you’re dumb. It’s almost cute. It’s also painful. Listen here, woman. Do you see her anywhere? In the bathhouse? Here, in the dining hall, right as they’re serving the meals hot and fresh which her attendant would have told her if she indeed had been given the luxury of a room and access to the common areas?”
Sugatt slammed a fist on the table. “Stop spinning in circles and tell us what you know!”
“If it’s not obvious to you yet, you’re hopeless,” Pan said. “If she’s not here, she’s somewhere she doesn’t want to be. Down in the prisoners’ tunnels, or…”
A bell rang. A crowd gathered out in the hall, their empty trays abandoned on the tables.
“—in battle,” Pan finished for them.
“She just got back from a battle,” Anira said. “Why would they throw her into another immediately after?”
“How well did she perform in your match?”
“I didn’t notice. I was too busy fending off the wolves.”
“You killed a few, I’m assuming, else you wouldn’t be here looking all pretty.”
Anira hesitated before she nodded.
She smirked. “They regarded that as a win. If you didn’t notice your cousin’s performance, it’s very possible she didn’t kill any at all. If she didn’t even lift her sword—”
“It wasn’t a performance. We were fighting for our lives!”
“I’ve been trying to explain the whole concept behind the Feastday Crusades all this time, and yet nothing seems to have sunk in.” Pan pushed her tray away. Somehow, in-between all the talking, she had cleaned it dry. “Let me show you, then. Come with me.”
“Where are you taking us?” Sugatt broke in.
“To a different vantage point,” Pan said with a wink. “The spectator stands.”




Chapter Nine
Hearing the definite roar of the crowd up close sent Anira’s head spinning. It was different when it was so far away. Down in the pit, it had an effect of hearing an orchestra playing from afar. It had reminded her of watching a play back when she was a child visiting Oren-yaro: an atmosphere of impending triumph, even before the triumph was guaranteed. If you thought it was only a story, then you knew the story could only end one way. It blunted the fear. You could hold your breath and close your eyes, and it would be over.
But now, hearing the crowd clapping right in front of her, watching the amazed faces, pressing so close she could even smell the sweat on their skin…made everything feel more real. This was really happening. There really were people making wagers on what went on below, even before the contestants had been revealed.
“Fifty gold that Lord Nhak’s men are obliterated in the first five minutes,” a portly, white-bearded Kag was spouting in something that was almost, but not quite, like Jinan. “Lord Nhak is a fool who picks fighters based on desperation and not prowess. I don’t even know how the judges’ council lets him get away with it. Must be all the Gasparian influence they have.”
Anira was surprised at how well she could understand it, even though she would struggle to repeat the words back the way they were spoken.
“Is Garran a dialect of Jinan?” she asked Pan.
Pan laughed. “You’d be eviscerated for daring to suggest such a thing to a native. Many people consider Jinan a dialect of Garran. Peas in a pod.”
“And these people learn it.” Anira turned her direction back to the crowd. Most were Kag—white-skinned, red-faced, in various states of balding. A handful were women with brown or yellow hair.
“Don’t be fooled,” Pan said, crossing her arms. “They don’t care about this region, just that it makes them money. They learn just enough to think they know everything. It’s amusing, if you think about it.”
Anira swallowed. They had been waiting near the entrance, and an attendant now bowed, directing them to a row of seats at the top.
“The complimentary seating for contestants are at the far end,” the attendant said helpfully. “Enjoy the show.”
She repeated the words in several other languages, for good measure, and then gave them square pieces of paper and a stub of graphite. Anira glanced at the paper—it was divided into several squares, with marking on the top. She couldn’t read the writing, but she could guess each column was marked with a single word.
They made their way through the benches and eventually found a place to sit. Anira could hardly see below. She recognized the cliffs, and the sandy ground between them, but she had to squint to make out the distinctly human-shaped figures in the bottom.
“They’re cleaning it up,” Pan explained. “Blood from the last battle. Must have been terrible if the excitement here is any sign. Is that an eyeball I see on the ground?”
Anira’s stomach fluttered. “Do the battles ever stop?”
“You’ll have maybe one or two well into the night, if the judges deem it necessary,” Pan replied. “But usually most of us get evenings off. So as soon as it’s dark, leisure time begins.” She glanced at the horizon, which was splotched with orange light from the setting sun. “We might be looking at the last one for the day.”
“These papers…” Sugatt broke in, waving his in the air. “I’m guessing they’re practice scorecards.”
“Nothing that will ever affect the judges’ decision, of course, but it’s interesting to make your own guesses and then seeing how well they match the official results.” Pan pointed at the row on the top, marking out each word. “Strength, speed, know-how—that is, the fighter’s technical ability if it’s anything noticeable—aggression, character—”
Sugatt’s furrowed his brow. “What the hell does that mean?”
“Character,” Pan repeated, almost patiently. “It’s how well they like you.”
“How well they like me?”
“Imagine you were courting someone. After hearing your serenade, do they throw a bucket of water over your head, or—”
“That’s bullshit!”
“Isn’t it? But you’ll find as you advance into the last few rounds that it may make all the difference. How well they like you—how good you look—how much they feel your presence out there that your battle becomes theirs. Sure, you can cut your opponent’s head off, but can you crack a joke while you’re doing it? Can you drag people to the edge of their seats and make them feel every strike you make? When you hurt, do they hurt?”
As Sugatt continued to glare, she patted her chin with a finger.
“How the hell are you supposed to control any of this?”
“You don’t. That’s what I’m trying to say. You don’t know what works or not—you can only try. Two people sitting right next to each other, watching the same thing, can score you differently. One might find your swing half-hearted, whereas his friend will see a man brimming with skill and prowess. Like I’ve been telling your sister here, it’s not fair. It’s not supposed to be fair. You have to guess what’s going to get you to advance. Talk to the audience and see how they respond. See if they’re receptive to your…charms.” She stared Sugatt down and frowned. “Or lack thereof, as the case might be. I don’t know. The gruff, unfeeling types seem to go far out here.”
“What if they don’t speak my language?”
“Then you’re shit out of luck,” Pan said with a grin. “Here’s the rest of the criteria: flair, finesse, ingenuity…”
“This is beyond ridiculous,” Anira stated.
“—prowess, dexterity, stability—”
“They’re going to dock off points if you fucking trip?” Sugatt roared.
“—and last, but not least, bonus points—which entirely depends on the circumstances of the match. If the judges are beyond satisfied with your performance for any reason, they’ll dole out more points out of nowhere.”
Sugatt opened his mouth and then closed it. “Fuck,” he grumbled. “The mage down there said all we had to do was wow the judges. She never went into the specifics.”
“What she said is not untrue,” Pan replied. “This scorecard is a glimpse of what pushes them one way or the other.”
“It’s complete gibberish.”
“Who was your opponent?” Pan asked. “Anira here fought off wolves when she was supposed to be sleeping.”
“Those mercenaries,” Sugatt said. He glanced at Anira. “You remember the ones who attacked the camp? It was the leader and one of his henchmen.”
“Luc.” Anira didn’t know why she remembered his name, but she did. If she closed her eyes, she could still see him pushing the horses down that road in the dark, with all that rain. Refusing to run her over. I don’t want to hurt you.
“So it was two against one,” Pan said. “The bonus points would have tipped it in your favour, then. Did you kill them?”
He hesitated. “I…don’t know if I did. They asked me to, and I believe I cut Luc up badly, but they didn’t give me time to inspect the kill. They tore me off him before they dragged him and his companion away. Before I knew what was happening, they declared me the winner. If they had given me more time, I would have ensured they didn’t get up again.”
Anira turned her head away. She didn’t like hearing her brother talk like that. It eerily reminded her of being back in Oren-yaro, of being scrutinized by Yeshin and Kassho both. Their uncles, and yet you wouldn’t have known it if you were a stranger chancing upon the meeting. Appraising human beings like they were pieces of meat didn’t sit well with her. Perhaps that made her the most like Heral of all his children. To see Sugatt swing the other way so easily felt wrong. He was Heral’s child, too. His only son. How could he be so different? Was nature stronger than nurture? Was he a wolf just like the others?
The crowd chanted. Anira recognized the tune from earlier.
“It’s an old ka-eng verse,” Pan said, joining in with the clapping. “A lullaby, or a death prayer…I’m not sure. It’s catchy, isn’t it?”
“How can you do that?” Anira blurted out. “People are going to be dead down there shortly.”
Pan didn’t answer at once—she just kept clapping in rhythm. Eventually, her eyes flickered towards Anira. “You have to fight no matter what, anyway. I’ve just picked a more productive way of going about it, and hell, if I enjoy it along the way, I think I have the right.”
“Even if it means looking at another’s life as nothing more than a cheap thrill?” Anira asked. “Even if it means cheapening yours? Your deaths become nothing more than a moment of pleasure for others.”
“That was never up to me,” Pan said in a low voice. “My life was cheap the moment I crawled out of my mother’s loins. Maybe I would value it more if the world had tried harder. But this is what I’ve got, and this is how I deal with it. It would be easier if you learned to accept that for yourself, too.”
The chanting and clapping stopped. Silence descended on the crowd like a rain cloud on a sunny day. Anira saw a man make his way down the aisle. He waved at the crowd as he walked.
“Lord Marcius,” Sugatt growled under his breath. “He’s the asshole who had the mercenaries removed before I could finish them.”
“You’ve got to stop that,” Anira said. “You won. You don’t have to kill anyone if you can help it.”
“In case you’ve forgotten, Anira, those assholes killed our uncle and cost the Oren-yaro a dragon. I wanted vengeance!”
“Luc didn’t do it. And I wouldn’t blame the girl who stabbed him, either. Uncle struck her first.”
“They’re all the same. Asshole mercenaries, loyal to no one but coin. We still don’t know where the caravan with the dragon is. For all we know, they were all in on it. Maybe they’ve been helping the ka-eng this whole time, and they’re hiding it somewhere.” He let loose a small sigh as Lord Marcius’s voice drowned everything out in the next instance.
“Good afternoon,” the man said, in about half a dozen languages. The crowd started cheering though he delivered his words flatly, as if he would rather be anywhere but there. Anira had never seen someone so unenthused by his job before. “I’m sure with this morning’s excitement, most of you are ready to retire for the night. So we have a rather…relaxed treat for you for our final match this evening, one we hope will whet your appetites for tomorrow’s more exciting lineups!” He paused, letting the drums take over.
Anira heard wheels turning on a rocky road. She craned her head, recognizing the giant doors near the canyon floor as they swung outwards. Three figures appeared, along with the frail shadow of a woman. One look at her face felt like a fist slamming into Anira’s gut.
It was Yenaten, just like Pan predicted. They were dragging her into the arena in chains.
Anira watched as they pushed Yenaten forward, the chains trailing on the ground behind her like long, tangled vines. Bruises decorated her face and arms; when a guard tried to undo her chains, she attempted to strike her with them. The guard dodged and grabbed the chains, wrapping them around his meaty hand as he used them to yank her to the ground. He struck her with a fist in the belly before pushing her to the ground.
“We’ve got a feisty one here!” Lord Marcius said, eliciting a roar from the crowd. He moved closer to the edge of the cliff. “I do believe you’ve seen this one from this morning. A Jinsein royal, of all people! Her name is Yenaten aren dar Ampang, fighting as champion for Lady Asandre.”
“The hell I am!” Yenaten screamed.
The crowd fell silent.
“You people are animals!” Yenaten continued, rising to her feet. She wiped the blood off her lips with her bound hands. “This ghastly show is what passes for entertainment here? You get a dose of blood and grit over the lives of people forced to fight for—I don’t even know what passes for a reward around here, but I sure as hell am not interested!”
“Freedom,” Lord Marcius said flatly. “You do not desire freedom, at least?”
A humourless smile fleeted on Yenaten’s lips. “Something tells me you won’t give it to me even if I asked nicely.”
“Well, we’d rather you fight instead of asking, but you shouldn’t doubt us. We’re generous, Lady Yenaten. Have you not seen our facilities? Have you not spoken with any of our returning fighters, who once more choose to engage in this—what you might call bloody entertainment—for the sheer joy of the battle?”
“What a crock of nonsense!” Yenaten said.
“She’s a crock of nonsense,” Pan called. “Can you believe this woman? Fighting in the Sandigan pits is a great honour!”
“We have to do something,” Anira said, whirling around to shake Sugatt’s shoulder.
Sugatt frowned. “What the hell are we supposed to do?”
“I don’t know. Go down there. Get to her side. Tell them—”
“Tell them what?”
Around them, the crowd was growing restless. Some were swearing. Words Anira didn’t understand, but she didn’t need to—the anger in their voices was plain. Yenaten was spoiling their fun.
Yenaten, hearing their outrage, simply laughed. “You’re all fools. Worse. You’re children, listening to the lies of strangers! No one who has to force people to do anything could ever have it in them to offer an honourable way out.”
“There is honour in battle,” Lord Marcius replied. Her defiance was irritating him—somehow, despite the cooling breeze that drifted through the valley, his face was all red and sweaty. “If you’re merely being a coward, that’s no reason to spit on the courage and determination shown by the brave individuals who have fought—and died—on these sands! Isn’t that right?”
The crowd roared.
Yenaten tossed her head back. “I have nothing against the courage and determination displayed by individuals. Good for them. Good for them to display valour at the worst of times: the world needs more people like that.” Her eyes narrowed. “But people like you…”
Her voice dropped at the last part. It had the bite of the wind after a hurricane—the sort of strength that could uproot an entire roof, even a house. “People like you who take advantage of those in a situation beyond shitty…I hate you from the bottom of my soul! I refuse to play your games. With your bald head and that paunch around your belly—I bet you’re not even a real lord!”
A moment of shocked silence greeted her speech. Lord Marcius didn’t take the insults well—he looked like a little boy on the verge of a tantrum. He turned away from her. “And for this little spitfire’s opponent—” he began, raising his hands, attempting to deflect from the discomfort her words brought by infantilizing her. “A warrior from the cold west: Ilus, son of Borg!”
Anira recognized the mercenary. He, like Yenaten, was alone. Unlike Yenaten, he was unbound and carrying a sword that looked large enough to cut someone in half. He stopped in front of the crowd before removing a dagger from his belt.
He threw it at Yenaten. “A gift from our patrons.”
Anira was too far away to see the expression on Yenaten’s face clearly, but she could feel the fear. The dagger was to be her only weapon.
“If you’re not interested in playing games, then I suppose we have no choice but to make you a sacrifice instead,” Lord Marcius said without bothering to glance at the valley floor. “Let it begin.” He dropped his hand, and the crowd screamed.
“Her chains!” Anira gasped. “They didn’t unchain her. Sugatt—they didn’t unchain her!”
“I’ve got eyes too, you know,” Sugatt snarled. “What the hell do you want me to do, Anira? Tackle them to get them to change their minds?”
“That’s your cousin, I take it,” Pan said. She looked at her nails. “Your brother’s right. She’s made her bed. That defiance won’t sit well with Lord Marcius. He doesn’t look like it, but he’s a vengeful man. A spiteful, vengeful little man, and he’s going to make her pay for what she said.”
Anira got up. “I’m going to tell them to stop.” Down below, she heard a scream. She didn’t even want to watch. Yenaten was the sort of woman who abandoned anything as soon as it bored her, and she distinctly remembered her having the same opinion on sword fighting as she did learning about their household’s finances. She knew which end of a sword to pick up, and she probably knew you had to swing it around, and that was it. Against a seasoned warrior, with only a dagger and her hands chained? She wouldn’t last a minute.
“Don’t!” Pan called as Anira tore down the aisles. “You’ll just get us into more trouble. You’re in a good spot right now—until your next battle you’re a winner!” She came running after her halfway down the steps. “You’re mad! Either she’s dead or she’s not. Whatever you do won’t change the outcome of this!”
Another cry sounded from below. A man’s, now.
“Look—” Pan grabbed her by the wrist.
Anira turned. She pushed against every instinct telling her to strike Pan to get her to leave her alone.
“His charges are raw, but uninspired…” one of the ladies in the front row commented. “Even if he kills her, I don’t think he’s going to advance. They’ve made this too easy for him.”
“But the sheer power of his blows—” her companion replied. “I’ve never seen the likes of it before.”
“What about the warriors from earlier?”
“The idiots who followed their opponents up the cliff? Pah! Nothing like this. If he makes ground meat from her body, the judges might be lenient.”
“He’ll have to, at the very least, after the performance of the warriors from earlier. If this match had gone before that last one, they might give him the win on principle but now…”
Anira was shaking with rage. To hear them ruthlessly reduce her cousin’s struggle to a scorecard felt like a slap on the face. She knew there was no sense fighting them. The only person with the power to stop the match stood on the podium. She shoved Pan away from her and slipped past the guards, who didn’t expect someone to come up from behind.
“If you kill her, you’ll be giving her what she wants!” Anira called.
Lord Marcius turned to her. “Who the hell are you?”
“If you kill her, you will give her honour,” Anira continued. “You would have proven her point. Is that what you want? To make her into a martyr?”
“I don’t give a fuck what you think,” Lord Marcius replied. “Guards—!”
“She dared speak up against you. You think the best way to give the crowd what they want while having your revenge is to throw her into a losing battle?”
“She had it coming. She refused to fight from the very beginning. The judges are not lenient.”
Anira took a step closer to him. “You know what she is, don’t you, Lord Marcius? She’s a daughter of wolves, a royal of the Oren-yaro province of Jin-Sayeng. Death is nothing to her. She will face it with pride, and you would have shown yourself as nothing but a sadist and a brute. The crowd might roar their approval now but give them time to think about it and you might very well find yourself painted as the villain. Is that what you want?”
From below, she heard another cry. This time, Anira forced her eyes down. Her cousin was uninjured, still standing, still alive. Ilus must have learned the tournament’s particulars and was doing the equivalent of licking his lips in front of his prey—charging, letting her run, striking the ground near her. Occasionally, Yenaten would throw the chains up, letting it strike his exposed blade like a little girl flailing at the wind. It only elicited laughter from both Ilus and the crowd.
“What I want,” Lord Marcius said, “is to have that woman in the body pit by morning. If you don’t fuck off right now, you’ll be in there with her!”
“Then do it,” Anira replied. “Throw me in there, Lord Marcius! Give me your weapon of choice and give the crowd something better than a quick glimpse in a slaughterhouse.”
He stared at her in shock, as if no one had ever dared question his authority before by daring the worst.
“Or are you frightened?” Anira asked. “You’ve thrown her in there, knowing there will only be one outcome because you probably believe your own lies: that you’re simply a noble benefactor, granting people a chance to follow their dreams. When the truth is you’re just using their dreams to string them along for your own purposes. You can’t do that with her. She wants nothing from you and that scares you, doesn’t it? It scares you to see someone you can’t bribe or intimidate. It scares you to see someone you have no power over.”
Some of the people in the front row heard her.
“She’s right,” someone called. “This isn’t a battle. We didn’t come here to see people tortured. Make it fair, Lord Marcius!”
“Let her assist!” another called. “Give her a sword. She’s volunteering, isn’t she?”
“Make it fair!” someone else exclaimed.
The crowd chanted the words: “Let her fight! Let her fight!” It became so loud that even the guards looked upward, waiting for an order, unsure of where they were supposed to take it from.
Only Ilus and Yenaten didn’t seem to hear, like dancers wrapped up in their own little world. Ilus made another charge. This time, he seemed serious. Yenaten flicked her chain upward one more time and tangled it around Ilus’s blade.
He roared in surprise as she yanked it right out of his hands. Suddenly the blade was in hers.
Panic flooded Lord Marcius’s face. “Send his companions in,” he ordered the guards, even as the crowd continued its cries.
“Let her fight!” they screamed. “Let her fight!” All eyes were on Anira.
Lord Marcius finally stepped down the podium. He grabbed Anira by the collar.
“Go!” he snarled. “And if you have the time, do me a favour and die.” He threw her aside, letting the guards deal with her. Before Anira knew what was happening, they had shoved a sword into her hands and dragged her down the halls, down to the doors that led to the bottom of the valley of death.
The other mercenaries reached the sands the same time Anira did. No ceremony introduced them this time—they were all shoved through the doors by the guards, harassed into place by spears and poleaxes like goats forced into a pen. Anira spotted Luc, who was wrapped in red-soaked bandages. He looked like he could barely stand.
“You’re bleeding!” she exclaimed as soon as the doors closed behind them.
“Not much of a cavalry, I’m afraid,” Luc coughed.
“We’re supposed to be fighting each other,” she said.
“Are we, now?” he gasped. “I’ve lost track of everything.”
Horns blared around them. Anira wrapped her fingers around the sword and charged Ilus, who only then seemed to have realized he was suddenly at a disadvantage. He took a step back, dodging the sword strike that could have cut him down at the knees if Anira had been a touch faster.
He returned it with a fist. Anira wasn’t prepared and felt it sink into her belly. The blow knocked the breath right out of her lungs. He followed it with a kick, which landed on her hip. She twisted her body, catching herself mid-fall. He said something, two or three words she didn’t understand. But then Yenaten was suddenly behind them, a sword in her bound hands.
“Little girl with a sword, eh?” she called. “What have you got, little man?”
She cut him across the shoulder blades at the same time Anira sliced him below the knee. He roared as he crashed to the ground, leaving a trail of blood along the sand. Anira wasn’t sure if she was going to kill him in the same instance Yenaten seemed determined it was the only way for him to go, but neither of them had the time for more than deliberation. Soon, the other mercenaries were on them. Three to their two—the injured Luc and two others she didn’t recognize: a woman and another man.
No, Anira quickly corrected. Four. Ilus’s injuries barely seemed to faze him. He was already getting up, his injuries nothing more than bug bites he could swat at. Anira could see his flesh flapping with the wind, and yet…
Anira’s eyes fell on Luc. Blood was dripping down his belly. He hadn’t even drawn his sword yet.
“Did you hear what she said out here?” she called.
Luc held out a hand, stopping his companions from rushing forward. “Enough of it,” he croaked.
Anira straightened herself, ignoring the crowd above them. The lull in the battle had turned them furious—they were shouting for someone, anyone, to start the fight once more. She wanted to tell them all to shut up. “I would have your thoughts before I lift my sword.”
Luc’s face flickered.




Chapter Ten
“What the hell is she saying?” Nayan asked. “Does she want to parley? Tell her we won’t parley. Wasn’t it her fucking brother who did this to you? And Bren—Bren can’t even stand. She deserves nothing less than the same.”
“As much as I hate the thought of breaking a sweat out here, I agree,” Treda added. “There’s no reasoning with these people. The longer we wait, the angrier that crowd’s going to get. If we don’t kill them now, something’s going to come along to kill us, or worse.”
“Worse,” Ilus spat. “I’m the worst they’ve got all night. Get out of the way, boss. That woman behind her is mine. I’m going to beat her face to a pulp.”
“Gods,” Luc breathed. “Listen to you all.”
They fell silent.
He leaned on his good leg—the one he could move without feeling like his innards were about to spill on the ground—and turned back to Anira. Whatever she meant by what she said, she wasn’t doing it to pull a fast one on him.
“My thoughts,” he said, switching to Jinan. “It’s…all muddled. Losing blood is a detriment, I’m afraid.”
“I don’t think we have time for jokes here.” Anira gave a sideways glance at the crowd. The cries were getting louder.
“Valour, at the worst of times…” Luc frowned. “I don’t know if I agree. I mean, I like the sentiment. It almost makes these battles seem…not so pointless. Like we’re the heroes of some story whose struggles actually make sense. They would throw trial after trial, and we would overcome them with hearts of steel or whatever it is these stories ask from you to make it worth the while of those who are listening. Because they’ll have you believe if you aren’t brave, if you aren’t strong, if you aren’t all sharp edges and piss and vinegar always looking for the chance to get more for yourself, what good are you?” He pressed a hand on his belly and tried to adjust his stance.
“But that only feeds into what they want to see,” he continued. “We—you and I, at least—know the truth is far from that. Right now, I’m scared shitless. I’m in a lot of pain and I can’t see straight. I can see two of you, and if you tell me one is actually your twin, I might believe it. My companions don’t understand what I’m saying, but they know what I feel about these things and I wouldn’t be surprised if some of them do, too. I’ve lived long enough to know that what drives people isn’t always romantic. We’re struggling to survive because they’ve given us little choice on the matter. No matter how we go down, it’s going to be entertaining for them. If we die like cowards or with our heads held high, it won’t matter. The battle will end. They’ll walk away and spin a tale…of this valour or cowardice they just witnessed, whatever they desire. That’s just how it is.”
“What are you saying?” Anira asked.
Luc shrugged. “Damned if I know. My head is spinning. Somewhere in this haze though, I remember once being told…that even if your actions amount to nothing in the end, how you act still matters. You…you must have heard the starfish story before. The one about the boy who found a starfish and threw it back into the sea.”
“The starfish…what?”
“To that one, it matters. Jackals will always be jackals, and sometimes you have no choice but to play their games. But it doesn’t mean you can’t walk away with a little pride. Gods—you should be able to, right? Sometimes it’s all we’re asking for. I went here believing what they said about making sure my companion gets treatment if I win, and I was all but ready to kill to give her a chance to survive. Instead, someone else I care for got hurt. I don’t know if either of them will survive. My companions. My friends. I’m not going to let them use my friends like pieces on a board game. Maybe that means I’m in the wrong line of business. But…”
He lifted his sword before dropping it on the ground. The blade struck a rock and clattered off into the darkness.
“Luc, you fucking idiot!” Ilus roared.
Anira reached over to pick it up. “I think your companion just called you an imbecile,” Anira said.
“All insults sound the same,” Luc replied. He gave a soft smile. “I won’t fight you.”
Anira nodded. She turned in a motion that could’ve been the beginning of a strike, and Luc, who was almost sure half his blood had vacated his body, was almost willing to let her take him without protest. But all she did was walk past him, both swords in one hand. She stopped in front of Nayan.
“Bitch is going to turn on us,” she snarled.
Anira stood there, motionless. She must have caught the distrust in Nayan’s voice, but even that didn’t faze her.
“Give her your sword,” Luc said.
“They’re just going to throw more things at us. They—”
“That’s an order.” He rarely said such things, and even when he did, they ignored him most of the time. It probably helped that it sounded like he was close to death.
Nayan grumbled a Gorenten word he didn’t understand and flung her sword to the ground. Treda followed not even a moment later. That left Anira’s companion, who let hers fall to her feet almost immediately.
Anira remained oblivious to the unanimous roars from the crowd as she hefted all blades into the bushes. By now, it was so dark that Luc wouldn’t even know where to look for them if he wanted to. She turned to the single figure on the podium, to the shadow of the unamused Lord Marcius.
“We’re done here, my lord,” she called. “It’s too dark to fight, and even if we kill each other, there’ll be nothing to see. Let us go, or else let us leave to fight another day.”
“Leave? Absolutely not,” Marcius said, his voice shaking. “This battle ends here. It can be judged based on your performance so far.” He turned to the first row behind him. “My lords and lady judges…”
There were murmurs, harsh whispers. Someone swore, got up, and left the aisle without another word.
“But this is…” Marcius said. “No, we can’t. It’s never been done!”
“They’ve spoken, Lord Marcius,” Sapphire called.
“It’s impossible. Ridiculous. Score them again.”
“In the dark?” one judge called. “My eyes are sore, my lord. Leave it.”
“It’s impossible,” Marcius repeated.
“It’s the Feastday Crusades. Anything goes.” Sapphire pushed him out of the way and made her way to the podium instead. “Noble fighters,” she called, gazing down on them. Luc could barely see her now, but her voice was as loud as ever. “Both teams have received a tie and will be declared winners. Congratulations.”
Luc had never heard a sound sweeter than the deafening cry that followed.
He didn’t know whether to laugh or pass out when they finally dragged him inside, in the torch-lit halls of the winners’ chambers.
“Your room, my lord,” a ka-eng said, approaching Luc would a bow. “Would you like a view of the river, or the towers?”
“I don’t care,” Luc gasped. “My companions…Bren and Shel—they were in the tunnels. Are they—”
“They will receive medical assistance shortly.”
“They’re still alive?”
“Of course, my lord. The Feastday Crusades want to ensure all contestants are well cared for.”
“I know that’s a lie, but I could kiss you.”
“Relations with contestants is considered highly inappropriate and frowned upon.”
“That’s too bad,” Treda said. “You’re sort of the captain’s type. He’s got a thing for slim, ethereal, cold-blooded beings.” He came around to wrap an arm around Luc’s neck. “One of these days, Roena Blackwood used to tell us—one of these days, Lucky the Idiot’s unconventional ways is going to get us all killed. She also said something about dancing on your grave when it happens. But can you imagine? What were the chances to have every single one of us get the same points?”
“I know. I can’t believe it, either. Do you know how it happened?”
“I caught someone saying the judges must have gotten it mixed up, or they all fudged up their numbers because it was getting too dark but you know what I think…” He rubbed Luc’s hair with a fist. “I think you’re our lucky star. You always have been, Lucky.”
“You haven’t called me that in years.”
“I haven’t felt like this in years. Gods.”
“Me neither,” Luc grumbled. “Now, could you let me breathe a little? Take me to the closest room you’ve got.”
The ka-eng gestured down the hall. “As I was saying…you each get a private room for yourselves until your next match. And until then, you’re free to explore the grounds as you see fit.”
“Until my next match,” Luc repeated. “When is that?”
The ka-eng smiled, as if they weren’t sure, or wouldn’t say. Luc took a moment to look around for Anira, but she wasn’t in the hall anymore. Perhaps she’d gone straight to her quarters. He felt a pang of—he couldn’t quite call it loneliness, but a sort of hollow feeling from her absence. Earlier, when he had rambled on when perhaps she had only been expecting a curt answer from him, he’d been expecting her to run him through mid-sentence. Roena would have.
He swallowed and finally limped after the attendant. He didn’t bother listening to their spiel about the room—he went straight for the mattress and collapsed on top of it. The attendant closed the door softly, and Luc drifted off into a half-sleep.
Luc woke up in a puddle of his own drool and what appeared to be a small pool of blood on the sheets. He groaned, shifting to the left so he could take off his shirt and unwrap the bandages around his torso. The wound had somehow reopened while he was sleeping, with part of the bandage stuck to the edges. He gritted his teeth and carefully peeled it off, which resulted in a small burst of liquid that he staunched with his fingers. He rewrapped the bandages with a small groan.
“Son of a bitch,” he grumbled. “These scars won’t look pretty.”
He turned to look at the window. It was morning now, which was enough to show him that the attendant had brought him to the room with the tower view. He leaned against it. The window was barred with heavy iron, leaving little chance of escaping through it. But it gave him a glimpse of the city.
Sandigan was…gigantic.
Luc had been to Tilarthan before, which was the largest city in the known west. But sprawl was all Tilarthan had going for it. The tallest buildings were a handful of castles and lords’ manors situated around the city square. It was growing by the day—Luc had heard construction for a variety of public houses and theatres were underway—but he didn’t think even a hundred years would be enough for Tilarthan to catch up to the opulence in front of him.
He was, from what he could see, staring down from the third or fourth floor of a circular structure. He guessed the other side was facing the cliff’s edge, where the tournament was held. This side was the one directly looking up to the city. Up. The structures in front of him were taller than the four levels. Towers were situated directly from the street across, all straight edges. He didn’t know what material they were made of, only that they gleamed like polished stone, with none of the crenellations or cracks that even the most expensive building materials from Cael would have.
Beyond that, he could see rows upon rows of flat-roofed houses, each perched on top of the other and built along the granite and crags so that they looked like dough spilling between a baker’s fingers. And then, even further on the horizon, he saw mountains—tall, black mountains that seemed to stand even straighter than the towers. The effect was dazzling. Black on white, white on black—the view beyond the window looked like an ink painting that belonged to a wall somewhere.
He forced his head away from the view. It was beautiful, but also unsettling. He had never heard of Sandigan before and now had to stop to consider why. He was fairly sure he’d scoured the entire Gasparian map before their trip because he didn’t want any surprises. He knew the geography, the cities, even the bigger towns. He had never seen Sandigan’s name anywhere. A giant city run by ka-eng was not the sort of thing historians just neglect to mention. Just where the hell was he?
His stomach grumbled.
Luc wanted to go back to sleep, but he knew it was probably easier on his body to get a bite to eat first. He also wanted to see how everyone else was doing. Everyone who was in the fight with him last night, he expected to be given the same treatment as he was getting right now. He hoped. But Shel and Bren, whose only crimes were to get injured, would still be in the prisoner’s tunnels. He also didn’t know what happened to Hana or Hamis. He hadn’t seen them in the tunnels at all.
He saw that a change of clothes, fresh bandages, and a bucket of water with a sponge, had been left on the table while he was asleep. He sighed and began the laborious task of cleaning the dirt and sweat off his skin. His whole body felt like one giant bruise. A marked improvement, given he felt like death yesterday. He changed into the new clothes and dragged himself out of the room. He went to check where he’d last seen the others retire to, but all the rooms were locked. He figured they were asleep or had gone off to find breakfast already.
An attendant—different from the one from last night—directed him to the mess hall. He must’ve overslept, because there was only a handful of people left, and the bread and bowl of meat stew they handed over to him was cold.
“I thought you had magic,” he joked. “Can’t you warm it up with some fire, or something?”
The ka-eng server glowered at him.
He sat down and shoveled a few spoonfuls into his mouth. He could taste squash in the stew, along with lentils and peas, and meat that could have been beef or goat. It also had the distinct flavour of tomato that had been simmered in butter, garlic, and a hint of a spice he was unfamiliar with that burned his tongue. He finished the meal and cleaned his plate with his bread, which he then washed down with a cup of cold jasmine tea. Just as he got up to return his tray to the barrel of unwashed utensils in the corner, he saw Anira eating alone near the entryway.
He cleared his throat, placed the tray down, and approached her. She looked up as his shadow crossed her line of sight. “Can I join you?” he asked.
“I’m almost done.” A line of unease crawled along her face.
“I’m done, too. I was just being polite.” He scratched the side of his face. “Have you…seen my companions anywhere? I noticed your own aren’t with you, either.”
“I don’t know where they are,” Anira replied. “I went looking for them as soon as I woke up. Yenaten is in the infirmary and Sugatt wasn’t in his room. They assured me he’s safe. I don’t know whether or not to trust them, but until I know for sure, I don’t want to risk their wrath some more. What we pulled last night…seemed to have made many people unhappy.”
“It’s not our fault the scores lined up perfectly,” Luc said.
“It’s an impossibility. I heard people argued about whether Lord Marcius read them correctly last night, so they rechecked them this morning and yes—they all added up to the same number. Which is odd, because they didn’t
give us the same scores for each category. One judge for example, scored your friend—what was his name? The big, angry man.”
“Ilus.”
“Right. He got less on grace than Yenaten, but it didn’t matter. Their score was the same at the end. It’s not right.” She stared at her food.
He noticed she had nothing to drink. “You’re not going to get the answer from your stew, you know. Can I get you some tea?”
She shrugged. Since it wasn’t a no, he went over to the communal jug and got her a cup. He returned and handed it over to her. She gave a small grunt of thanks.
“I mean, it could have been luck,” Luc said.
She stared at him. “You can’t honestly believe that.”
“I could. That’s my actual name, you know. The Kagtar word is lucky. Luc, for short.”
She didn’t look amused.
“The thing is, my father—my foster-father—found me floating in the sea after a ship went down in front of his eyes. Apparently, I was the only survivor. And—”
“What are you doing?” she asked.
Luc blinked. “I don’t tell every woman I meet my life story, if that’s what you want to know.”
“This. Your friendliness. We’re supposed to be enemies.” She ran a finger over the rim of her teacup.
“Are we? Because the last time I checked, you wanted to know my opinion so you could decide for yourself, and if that’s not what friends do, then…”
“Let’s get this straight,” Anira said. “Your companion killed my uncle. We’re not friends.”
“I—”
She got up, leaving her tray and untouched tea on the table, and left him to sputter on his own.




Chapter Eleven
Sugatt still wasn’t in his room when she returned. Anira went over the state of his sheets, trying to see if he was dragged out, if there was a drop of blood anywhere. She should have gone to see him immediately after the fight—she didn’t know if he stayed to watch the whole thing. The servant once again assured her he wasn’t reaping the ill-effects of her defiance in the arena.
“The contestants’ fate are their own,” he said cheerfully. “The next two days are holidays for the ka-eng—prayers and rites revolving around the Feastday—so there're no battles going on. Take it from an old veteran: the worst thing that can happen to you is out there in the sands.”
“Right,” Anira said, narrowing her eyes.
The servant didn’t seem to notice her irritation. “I’m sure wherever he is, he’s enjoying himself. He could be in the exercise yards, or…”
“Exercise?” Anira asked. “You can do that here?”
“Of course. We have fantastic facilities—a massive courtyard, padded weapons, weights. Sometimes the fighters don’t get slated for weeks at a time, and they have to keep their abilities sharp.”
“Can I go there now?”
The attendant thumbed through the notebook in his hands. “It’s booked full for the next two days.”
“You must be joking.”
“No. We can only allow a certain number of people in at a time. The way the competition is built…you have to understand. Animosities arise, people get hurt…we try to stagger to make sure people can’t just come and go as they please and everyone is supervised appropriately. There’s only an hour of free time available, and it’s before dawn—you have to get in there before it’s full.”
“Then Sugatt must have gone,” Anira said. “He liked to get up early back home.”
“If you say so.”
“Why are you here?” Anira asked. “Everyone else gets different attendants, but all I get is you.”
He hardly blinked. “If the service is not to your liking…”
“Never mind,” Anira said. She sighed when she saw Luc heading down the hall. “Figures,” she grumbled. “He followed me.”
“Is the other contestant bothering you? I can file a complaint on your behalf.”
“No need,” Anira said. She waved him off. The attendant bowed and walked away, just as Luc arrived. She steeled herself. “What do you want?”
“I’ve been asking around, and it seems there are other areas here to explore. Knowing my companions, they must have been restless and didn’t want to waste the whole day waiting for me to wake up.” Luc stopped next to the wall and then fiddled around with his pockets.
She stared at him. The man confused her. When she had asked for his opinion down there, it had been out of courtesy. He spared her once, and she wanted to pay it back in whatever little way she could, especially since it had looked like they were both doomed. Heral wasn’t a strict father, but one of his few things he insisted upon was that debts must always be repaid.
Instead, the man had gone on and on and she felt the insanity that had driven them the last few days slowly drift away. The insanity that began when she first saw her uncle in Warlord Yeshin’s yard, the same one that demanded absolute adherence to rules she didn’t follow. Servitude, honour, duty, valour…to a farmer, these words held no meaning.
But Luc spoke like a person who not only saw through the madness but had made peace with it. Which went at odds with his presence there in the first place. He was the leader of the mercenaries who killed Kassho. If he’d just let them walk away in the first place, they might all be home by now.
He held out a piece of paper: a folded paper crane.
She looked at him in confusion. “What’s that?”
“My father once said that Jinsein funeral rites involve burning the body with its most precious possessions or whatever people want to offer to the departed in their journey home.”
“A crane, though?” she asked, amused. “I believe we used to have them in Jin-Sayeng, but now they’re extinct.”
“Did the dragons eat them?”
“Perhaps.”
Luc scratched his head. “I know it sounds silly but…we could do a funeral pyre for him? If you have anything you can burn, too? I just thought…paper would burn fast, and…” He coughed. “Maybe it’s silly.”
“It’s not. I’m just surprised you care.”
“When I lost my father, I never had a formal funeral for him. I was consumed with grief and anger and I let myself get carried away with what I felt instead of honouring him. By the time I realized it, too much time had passed, and after that it just seemed silly to say goodbye.” He shrugged. “I just don’t want you to go through the same thing.”
“I didn’t even know him,” she admitted. “I met him during all of this. I didn’t even realize he was my uncle until after they sentenced my brother to a living death.”
He flushed with embarrassment and looked like he wanted to throw the crane away.
“But you’re right,” Anira said. “He was still my uncle. A funeral pyre…would be welcome. Let’s see if they’ll let us.” She took the paper crane out of his hands and turned to find an attendant.
She was expecting them to laugh at the request, but the ka-eng, it seemed, were not completely callous to what happened out there in the arena. Funeral rites were available for fallen contestants, and a whole quarter was built on the grounds explicitly for such a purpose. Anira gawked at what looked like five different temples built right across a sprawling courtyard that went as far as her eye could see.
“That seems almost excessive,” she said.
“You think so?” Luc asked. “I think they forgot to include one for every deity.” She looked at him, and he scratched his head. “I’m joking, of course. I’ll…I’ll shut up now.”
Anira turned her attention to one of the temples, where a line was forming. Luc crossed his arms and walked towards the end. “What’s this for?” he asked an attendant.
The ka-eng drew away from the crowd. “Fallen contestants from yesterday.”
Luc glanced at the temple. “I don’t know whether to be touched or amused that you’ve all thought this through.”
The ka-eng simply smiled and bowed again.
“There were four who fell yesterday. Derald and his crew. Are their bodies here?”
The ka-eng nodded and indicated the temple. They seemed like they understood Jinan with ease, but couldn’t speak it very well.
“What do you know,” Luc said under his breath. “Can we join? Or is this a friends and family only affair?”
The ka-eng just nodded again.
He gestured at Anira and walked up to the end of the line. Heads down, they walked right into the temple. Four bodies were lying on stone slabs right next to the altar. They were large, muscular men—the largest Anira had seen in her life—with various shades of yellow and brown hair that had been washed specifically for the viewing.
They took a seat in the corner. Luc looked around, listening to the conversation from the men in front before he said, “These are other contestants. Seems like Derald went here with a good twenty men and no one was expecting him to fall in his first match.”
“What killed him?”
“One of my friends. It was our first battle. I took care of the others.” He said it almost matter-of-factly.
She glanced at the bodies and then back at him. “You’re joking. No offense, but those men look like they could have beaten you to a pulp.”
Luc shook his head earnestly. “Lucky. I told you.”
“My father never believed in such a thing. He used to say we made our own luck.”
“Maybe. Can’t say I ever really stopped to examine these things.”
“Is it wise? Walking right in the midst of these men? You killed their companions.”
Luc shrugged. “It looks to me like they knew what they were getting into, which is more than I can say for us. Something doesn’t seem quite right. I’ve yet to meet anyone else who was forced here against their will.”
“Maybe there’s more than we realize,” she said. “Maybe they just decided this is better than what they had out there.” She stopped, thinking of Sugatt. When he saw Yenaten down there, he didn’t even try to stop it. Even after Anira forced herself into that match…
A part of her had expected her brother to jump in, too. They could have all died there, but at least they would have died together. Yenaten was a cousin, and Anira wouldn’t have let anything touch her while she could do something about it. She had figured that her bond with Sugatt was much tighter. He was her brother—her big brother. She rode all the way out here for him. The least he could have done was pretend to be concerned for her sake. Instead, what was he doing? Preparing himself for another match? They were supposed to be trying to escape!
She felt Luc’s hand on her arm. He removed it as soon as he got her attention. “I’m done. Let’s go find a pyre for Kassho’s crane.”
“You prayed for the soul of your enemy,” she pointed out, once they’d left the vicinity of the temple.
Luc shrugged. “They were only my enemy because of circumstance. I didn’t want them to die.”
“Would they have offered you the same courtesy?”
He paused, before scratching the back of his head. “That honestly doesn’t bother me. I know it sounds strange. I just…I guess I don’t have the time to worry about what other people will do for me. Takes enough energy just trying to do the right thing. My partner thinks it’s ridiculous and that I’m the last person in the world who should run a mercenary company.”
“I’m starting to think the same thing.”
“Believe it or not, I was trying to join the Hafed military before I stumbled into this job,” He frowned. “Dragged into it, more like. I couldn’t flee until it was too late and by then I was enjoying myself.” He took a deep breath. “It’s not the killing I like. I know the very idea of an army-for-hire can make anyone think otherwise. But we’re not assassins. People call on us for protection because they’re afraid of something and they believe muscle can make it all go away. That’s the part that gets me out of bed every morning. When I can show someone they don’t have to be so afraid, when I can take the problems right out of their hands. Often, it doesn’t take much. We’d show up, set up a few guards around a mansion, and after a week I can tell a rich, lonely old man it was just the tree outside his bedroom door making all that noise. The look of relief on their faces…”
She realized she was staring at him as he trailed off.
“It’s stupid,” he said. “I told you. My partner left me for it. She wanted more out of the company, which is funny because now that we’re doing the sort of death-defying, absolutely insane kind of job she would have loved, she’s not here. Talk about ironies.”
They stopped in front of a fire burning in an alcove of stone in front of a temple. “This will do,” Luc said. He folded his hands together.
Anira cleared her throat and took out the paper crane. “For the memory of Lord General Kassho aron dar Orenar,” she said. “My father’s brother, and loyal servant to the warlord and to Oren-yaro.” She wasn’t sure what else to add to it. All she knew of him as a person was that he had been too busy to ever pay heed to his elder brother’s family. “May he rest in peace,” she finally whispered, though she doubted the words as soon as they left her lips. Her uncle’s unfinished business with the dragon would surely weigh on his soul. His fate would forever be entangled with his failure to secure the abhorrent, magical beast, unless she did something about it. She and her brother—they were both his family. Except Sugatt, it seemed, had other priorities as always. Why was she honouring her uncle with a stranger instead of him?
She placed the crane in the fire. The paper caught on flame and turned into ash almost instantaneously. Luc watched with a gravity that went beyond his usual easygoing nature.
“Step over here,” she told him.
He blinked. “Er—come again?”
She sighed and walked to him instead. “Your hair, please,” she said.
“You know, when I first approached you this morning, I thought that I really wanted to get to know you better but frankly this wasn’t what I had in mi—”
She cut off a lock of his hair with the cheese knife she had hidden in her pocket.
He stared at her. “Why do you have that with you?”
“I’m surprised that’s what you’d choose to focus on.”
“I’m actually trying really hard not to think about why this beautiful woman beside me just sawed through my hair, thank you very much.”
“Any weapon is better than no weapon at all. And as for this…” Anira placed his hair in his palm and then gestured at the fire. “For your father.”
“What?”
“It’s never too late,” she said. “And you’re probably the best thing he left behind, so…”
Luc swallowed and turned to the fire. “You’re right,” he whispered.
He closed his eyes for a moment, his lips moving without a sound. Eventually, he dropped the hair into the fire. Another moment of silence followed. And then he wiped his eyes with the back of his hand and turned to her.
“Let’s go,” he said, his face bright. You couldn’t even tell he’d been crying.
They paid a visit to their injured comrades first. As Luc went to check on his, Anira found her way to Yenaten’s room. She looked better than she did last night, though the ka-eng attending to her mentioned she had a fever.
“No thanks to you,” Yenaten had muttered under her breath. She glanced at Anira. “It’s a wonder you can still walk around. After everything from yesterday, I feel like I’ve been hit with a battering ram.”
“You didn’t even let on how injured you were.”
“The asshole had a sword on me, Anira,” Yenaten sniffed. “I’m just surprised everything’s still attached.” She waved her bandaged arm around. “They said I’m free to go tomorrow, whatever that means. How are you doing?”
“I’m safe,” she said.
Yenaten patted her hand. “That could mean anything and you know it, my love.”
She sighed. “Sugatt’s…not…” She shrugged. “I don’t know. I just feel like he’s lost sight of why we’re out here in the first place. We have a chance to set things right if we could find that dragon and finish Lord General Kassho’s mission. Instead, Sugatt’s…settling in like we went here on purpose and they’re not holding us against our will.”
Yenaten glanced at their surroundings. “It’s not a terrible prison, if that’s what you’re saying.”
“He didn’t care last night, Tenten,” Anira said under her breath. “He could have joined me.”
“He was never that fond of me.”
“But I’m his sister! He could have done it for me. I could have died, and he did nothing!”
Yenaten pressed her lips together. “Listen, my dear. I’ve known men like Sugatt my whole life. You can only expect so much from them. They won’t think twice about the sacrifices you make for their sake, but once you so much as ask for the same thing, it’s suddenly too…something. Inconvenient. Wrong. Unnecessary. Tomorrow, we’ll make a plan and get the hell out of here, and once he realizes that we’ve got most of the work done, he’ll come around. But he’s not going to drop everything for your sake.”
Even when I dropped everything for his? Anira left the room in a sour mood.
“All of yours alive?” Luc asked, right at the end of the hall. He looked like he had been waiting for her.
She nodded.
“So are mine,” Luc said. “Enough to make a few bad jokes at my expense. I’ll spare you the details. They’ve got a terrible sense of humour.”
It was afternoon by the time they returned to the main dormitories. Anira felt like going down to check on Sugatt before deciding she would rather get lunch instead. The day’s special was barbecued eel and cold rice, which was heavy enough to serve as the day’s main meal. They chatted as they ate, and she realized she didn’t mind his company. More than that…she enjoyed it. After they were kicked out of the mess hall so the staff could make preparations for the next meal, they wandered down the hallways, rambling about the pristine hallways and archways and the city that unfolded like a moving picture through the surrounding windows.
They passed by Sugatt’s room along the way. It was still empty.
“Have you seen the fighter assigned to this one?” Anira asked.
The servant clapped her hands and nodded. “He’s in the bathhouse. Says he needs to be in top condition for his battle tomorrow morning.”
“We’re never allowed to recover, huh?” Anira asked.
“He volunteered.”
Anira swallowed. “You can’t be serious.”
“But he did,” the attendant said. “He learned you’re allowed to—all you have to do is sign your name near the arena’s entrance. It gives those brave enough a chance to progress further and faster through the ranks. This competition runs a few weeks, you know, and some competitors want to get through the beginning stages as fast as possible to give themselves time to rest for the harder battles.” She gave a pleased hum and then quickly turned around, leaving Anira to shake her head in disbelief.
“The bastard son-of-a-bitch, I-can’t-even-swear-at-him-without-insulting-our-whole family asshole,” Anira snapped. She turned to Luc. “Why would he do this?”
“Sometimes, people…” Luc began. He shrugged and gave a small smile. “I’m sorry. I have nothing. I’ve met a lot of jerks in my life and your brother ranks right at the top.”
“And your wound’s bleeding again.” She pointed at his torso. “My brother did that to you, and now he’s out there getting ready to…do it again to someone. The idiot. I don’t know where he’s getting this from. My father raised us to be farmers.” She sighed, staring at the blood. “They left me some bandages.”
Without waiting for Luc to reply, she suddenly grabbed his hand and led him straight to her room.
“They gave me some, too…” he began.
“They’re bleeding because you didn’t put them on properly,” she pointed out. “Sit on the bed.”
He sat down.
“Shirt.”
He lifted it up. She slowly unwrapped the bandages and cringed the moment she saw how bad her brother had butchered his side. A gash ran along his rib, and what looked like a puncture wound through his torso that had only gone through the soft part of his flesh and somehow—luckily—missed his vital organs. His chest bore three diagonal marks, followed by one across them, as if Sugatt had decided to carve his initials on Luc’s skin. If Sugatt had been trying to kill him, he could have done a more efficient job. Before this fight, Sugatt had learned what you did to get points, and decided to…show off.
She saw another bandage around Luc’s leg. “Did he do that, too?” she asked.
“Oh, no,” Luc replied. “We had just defeated Derald, and the committee decided that was way too easy and loosed arrows on our legs. I had to fight your brother with an arrow through mine.”
She didn’t even know how he could speak so calmly, as if Sugatt had merely patted him on the head instead of attempting to kill him in the cruelest way possible. She felt more than anger, now; disgust was the only fitting word, crawling like vomit up her throat. She swallowed it all back and finished bandaging Luc’s torso before she moved to his leg.
“Hey,” Luc whispered. “Don’t worry about it. This is all in a day’s work for me.” He reached down to grab her arm, pulling her up.
Somehow, she landed on his chest. He stared into her eyes before carefully brushing the hair out of her face.
Anira kissed him.
He made a soft sound in the back of his throat and placed his hands on both sides of her cheeks. But he didn’t pull away. He deepened the kiss, his fingers drifting down to settle on her waist. Anira’s lips burned. All her emotions seemed to dissipate, leaving only a pleasant buzz that rang from her ears to her toes. They pulled away, and Luc coughed. His face looked red.
She lifted her body away from him. “I’m sorry, did I—your wounds—”
“They’re perfect. I don’t feel a thing anymore.” Luc coughed again. “I…I should leave. You need to get some rest and this has been a long day and I should really leave.” He stared at the ceiling, took a deep breath, and then started to walk to the door like it was the hardest thing he ever had to do in his life. His feet practically dragged.
“You can stay,” she said. “The bed’s…big enough.”
Luc’s hand hovered over the knob. “You’re upset. I wouldn’t…want to take advantage. Or intrude.” He cleared his throat.
“And if I say it won’t be a problem?”
He hesitated for a moment—just a moment. “What the hell,” he whispered under his breath, before sliding the lock back in. He returned and waited by the foot of the bed, giving her more than enough room to change her mind, should she desire.
But what she desired did not involve him leaving. She removed her shirt and all but dragged him into the mattress. She cut the sound of surprise short in his mouth as she kissed him again, lifting the blankets over their bodies to hide from the drafty air. The rest of their clothes followed. He pushed her back against the pillows, his hands gripping her thighs as he trailed his mouth past her breasts and down along her belly. Eventually, his tongue dipped lower, and she bit down a gasp of surprise at how brazenly he sought her pleasure. She grabbed the sheets and closed her eyes, letting herself give in.
He crawled back up to her when she was done, his elbows on the bed. It was her turn to push him into the pillows. She kissed him again as she guided him inside her.
“Fuck,” he whispered when they stopped for breath. “It’s been so long since…I’m not—”
“You talk too much,” she whispered.
He cracked a smile. “Evidently.” His hand stroked the side of her face, something Galtan never did. It took her aback.
“Tell me if I’m hurting you,” she said.
“You will have to tell me if my guts are in danger of bursting. I don’t think I’ll notice. Gods, you’re beautiful. I—”
She let him take over, and his earnest humour faded, leaving nothing but the warmth that turned into heat that took them far from the killing corral and into a world of their own.




Song of the Fallen




Chapter One
Roena woke up to the sound of the baby crying and noticed Draigar’s arms were around her again.
Irritation flared on her brow, not the least of which was because she’d made it clear to him how she hated his embrace at night. Draigar was a big man, with more hair on his chest than his head these days. It made her too hot. Several times, she had demanded to have her own room in the castle, but Draigar wouldn’t hear of it and ‘compromised’ by getting a bigger bed instead.
“What would the other lords and ladies think about our marriage if they find out we’re sleeping in different rooms?” he snapped. “They’ll know something’s up, and it will weaken my standing in court. You insist on staying married to me, Roena, and that comes at a price. You either respect my conditions as your husband or this ends now, and we go our separate ways. But you don’t want that, do you? You want to have your cake and eat it, too. Unless you mean to start all over and work to earn your bread instead of supporting yourself on my treasury, you deal with it.”
And so Draigar got what he wanted. The shared quarters. The goddamned, tomb-like four-poster bed.
The son.
She had resisted the child for as long as humanly possible. Children had been the last thing in Roena’s mind, the last thing on earth she could have ever wanted. If someone had given her one final choice between three broken bones and a baby, she would have picked the former without thinking about it. But Draigar would go on and on about legacy and heirs until her mind grew dull and the words coming out of his mouth lost all meaning. There was no escape. If she went to her father’s home, Duke Iorwin rattled on about how their family’s future rested solely on her shoulders. In their eyes, women were only good for one thing and one thing alone, and they weren’t about to let her hear the end of it. One night, she gave in when she’d had too much wine and let Draigar do what he will, and…
Well. She didn’t think it would happen that fast. She had slept enough with the man in the last four years of their marriage that she was almost sure he was impotent.
The brat wouldn’t stop wailing. Roena got up and crossed the room to his crib. She stared down at him—at the red-faced, mewling child who looked so much like Draigar the moment she pushed him out, she felt like it was a final slap to the face from the gods—and waited.
Not that waiting for him to stop crying ever worked. The nursemaids throughout the castle had taught her tricks and remedies, from swaddling him up tighter than a drum to locking his crib in the closet down the hall to let him cry it all out. She’d done the last part and remembered waking up to him wheezing and blue in the face. Even without his voice, he wouldn’t stop—the imp would just open his mouth and exert a sound halfway between a cough and a scream. She eventually felt sorry for him, picked him up, and then deposited him in the nursemaid’s room so they could take care of it.
“It was your idea,” she told the woman, who stared back at her, speechless. She knew what that look meant. You’re his mother. You’re supposed to love him.
She wondered if she could have loved him more if he was Luc’s son.
The thought that he might be was one of the things that got her through the rest of the pregnancy after she first found out. It might give her father and Draigar a chance to leave her alone. One look at a baby with wavy black hair and dark skin and they would ship her off with a sum of money to keep the scandal at a minimum and let her live the rest of her life in peace. As for the child…well, Luc loved children. She could grudgingly admit he was a good father. He would have doted on the damn thing and it might have almost been adorable.
But her dreams were dashed the moment the child slid down her thighs after an excruciating twelve hours of labour. She thought, just from how difficult it had been to push him out that it was Draigar’s after all, and she was proven right. The gargantuan, red-faced, white-skinned squalling thing (the midwife told her he was one of the biggest babies she had ever seen) was, without a doubt, a product of Draigar’s seed. And of course, the infuriating man did his best to run up and down the entire castle telling everyone who cared to hear. His son! His! Men and their egos. Would he have done the same if she’d given him a daughter? Probably not. He would have pretended to be happy, smiled at her, and then told her to try again.
It was better this way. He had what he wanted, and so she could now focus on herself. It was time she got her due.
“Are you planning on taking care of that?” Draigar asked from the bed.
“You’re the one who wanted him in the room,” Roena said.
“For fuck’s sake, woman. How are you going to bond to your own whelp if you won’t even pick him up once in a while?”
“My breasts are dried up,” she said. “He has a wet nurse. You told me by now he should be sleeping through the night and we can maintain this illusion that we’re one big, happy family with no one losing an hour’s sleep over it. You and your lies, Draigar.”
He fell back on the bed with a groan and covered his head with a pillow. The baby’s cries were growing louder.
“What,” he finally said, “do you want me to do, Roena?”
“I want you to take care of this problem, like you said you would.”
“This problem is your son. I don’t think you’ve ever once referred to him by name.”
“I want you to take care of Tadriel,” she repeated, grounding her teeth. Even the boy’s name was his idea. His grandfather’s name, because of course. Nothing about this was hers. Not the child, not the bedroom, not the whole damn idea that this was the sort of life a woman like her wanted. How was she supposed to be happy about any of this? Nobody had asked her!
Draigar finally flung the pillow across the room, got up, and picked up the boy from his crib. The boy was still bawling; he pressed the infant over his bare chest and shot Roena an angry look.
“There,” Roena said. “Was that so hard?”
“You were up first,” he replied. “I should ask you the same thing.” The child was becoming unbearably noisy that even his face grew twisted. He eventually strode over to open the door and bellowed for the wet nurse at the top of his lungs.
Roena sat on the edge of the bed and waited until the woman appeared and Draigar had thrust the screaming infant into her arms.
“Is it too far away to hear the bloody noise from where you were snoring?” he asked. “Or is it that the job we pay you for is too hard and you would rather go back to the pigsty where we found you?”
“Leave her alone,” Roena said.
The woman bowed and took the child away.
“Leave her alone?” Draigar asked, his eyes focusing on her now. “Why the hell should I do that, when it seems as if there’s no woman in this castle capable of doing half the shit she’s responsible for?”
“And there it is. Need I remind you, Draigar, who wanted the brat in the first place?”
“Go,” he said with a snarl. “I’m never going to win this argument, and I’m sure there are other things you’d rather be doing. Or other people, as it happens. Should I get someone to fetch your lover, Roena? I agreed to you seeing him so as long as it didn’t interfere with our lives, but a whole year of hiding from him seems to have soured you even more than you already were.”
She didn’t bother replying to him with any amount of dignity. Instead, she got up and slammed the door behind her. He knew that was her limit. She didn’t like talking about her life outside the castle within its walls. She knew the best way to keep them separate was to keep as quiet about it as possible. Everyone, her husband included, saw it as a hobby, a way to keep herself amused whenever life at the castle bored her. There was a time when she might have agreed with them.
But a whole year away from it had turned her whole world upside down. She could now see the truth as clearly as if someone had thrust the answer right at her. This was the distraction. Her life with Luc and the Blackwood Marauders was her whole world, and she couldn’t wait to get back to it.
She went straight to the small office in one of the towers that Draigar let her use to store all her things that he didn’t want to see in their bedchambers, because he himself didn’t want to be reminded she had a life that didn’t involve him. She could hardly see the surface of the desk now—it was covered with a pile of books and all the mail she’d received in the last year. She had found, as the child grew along with her belly, that she couldn’t stand the thought of learning what the others were up to—not when she knew she couldn’t very well take part. And admitting her condition to Luc was beyond the question, because in her head, the same rules applied when she was out there—nothing about Draigar or her life as Hafed nobility would interfere with their relationship and their work.
But one thing that took her off guard was the limitations of the arrangement. Duality couldn’t be achieved when there was only one of her. She couldn’t have everything. Sometimes everything was too much.
From down the hall, she thought she could still hear the boy screaming. She was glad her milk had finally dried up—three months ago, a single squeak from the damn thing would be enough to drench her shirt. No one had warned her how much power a mere infant would have over her body. She resented him for that, if nothing else. Her attempt to have Draigar leave her alone had done the complete opposite: instead of gaining more freedom, she was suddenly bound to his will in the form of a helpless infant.
She looked at the letters and picked up the one on top of the pile. Her nail scratched the wax right off with one push. She unfolded the parchment and recognized Hana’s handwriting. A flicker of disappointment wedged its way into her heart. Not Luc’s. He hadn’t written to her at all in the last year, and she decided not to write in turn. Anyway, she was busy…busy throwing up, busy trying to find clothes that fit, busy trying to keep herself busy because the thought of her body being stretched in so many ways against her will made her want to throw herself off the castle walls. She had plenty of reasons to be distracted. He…what did he have? She knew they parted after an argument, but if she meant anything to Luc at all, he should at least have tried. She couldn’t see Luc holding a grudge for a full year. It just wasn’t in the man.
She read the letter slowly, and then her mind turned.
They had accepted a job from Ylir yn Garr. Accepted was underlined several times. Hana was telling her, without words, what she’d always known—they were to do this thing or risk losing their business and possibly their lives. Rich merchants were more brutal than nobility at times, and Yn Garr got away with it by having those same nobility feeding off his hand. Roena’s own father had too many dealings with Yn Garr Industries for her to ever be truly comfortable with the man. He could ruin them with one snap of his fingers.
The letter finished by telling her they were due to dock in Aret-ni several weeks after she’d sent it, and with any luck, she would send Roena another from Gaspar to give her a better idea of their whereabouts in case she wanted to follow. Roena glanced back at the top of the letter.
It was sent months ago.
She checked the desk for the second letter. There was none.
Roena felt herself grow cold. Hana rarely broke promises. If she said she was going to send a letter, she would have. It should have arrived weeks ago.
She had the nagging feeling that they were all in trouble.
“You’re leaving?” Draigar asked her the very next day, after she had her horse saddled with all the gear she needed for her trip to Lionstown.
“Obviously,” Roena said.
Draigar stared at her silently. The baby was on his chest, sleeping on his shoulder. It was rare to catch him so quiet, rare to be around him and hear herself think. It gave her a moment of doubt. What did Draigar know about taking care of the baby?
She caught herself walking up to Draigar. “Let me hold him,” she blurted out.
Draigar glowered at her. “Now you care?”
But despite his words, he passed Tadriel over to her, anyway. Roena swallowed her initial repulsion to awkwardly position him in her arms. When he was asleep, he looked almost angelic. She realized for the first time that he had her nose. Draigar’s had never looked half so elegant. He looked like he would get her hair, too—a soft, nutty brown fuzz that would darken in time.
The child’s eyes flickered.
“Fuck it,” she whispered. “Don’t wake up. Don’t—”
But it was too late. Tadriel stirred and wailed.
Draigar sighed and plucked the infant out of her hands. “If you spent more time with him…” he began. “But no. We’ve had this conversation, and I’m done with it. He doesn’t know you because you don’t care to know him and maybe that’s for the best.” He took a deep breath and lifted his chin. “I want a divorce, Roena. I want you out of my life.”
She said nothing as she swung into the saddle.
“Did you hear me?” Draigar said. “I want—”
“Yes, I get it,” Roena replied.
“Tadriel stays with me.”
“Of course he will,” Roena said. “He’s your son.”
She turned to him now, her gaze settling on him. The pressure on her chest—the one that seemed to have been pressing on it for years—seemed to dissipate suddenly. Just with those few words. I want you out of my life.
“You’re not even going to argue?” Draigar asked.
“I heard you loud and clear.”
“That means all your things, everything that once belonged to me…” His eyes hardened. “You will not get anything from my treasury. Not a single coin, Roena. And your father—well, he knows I’ve been planning this for weeks. I thought the baby would fix us. I thought having you home this last year would make a difference and we would start fresh.”
“You thought wrong,” Roena said.
He laughed. “The first thing we ever agreed over. I had no idea how deep your hatred of us ran. I thought I understood you. For a time, I thought all I had to do was to listen, be supportive, and wait. Wait for you to settle down and shed all these…girlish fancies. Agartes, you’ve had more than enough time to grow tired of them. But I guess I was wrong. I’m the one who’s tired. I’m not a saint, Roena.”
“No,” she said. “You’re not. I know about all the women you’ve been seeing in town.”
His face grew red, but he kept his composure. “I’m allowed, seeing as to how you get to run to your precious Luc every chance you got. Maybe you’re too old to change, Roena, and that’s fine, because I would rather have a wife who wasn’t simply just waiting to castrate me as soon as my eyes have turned. Duke Iorwin agrees, too. He’s cutting you out of his will. Do you hear me, Roena? You’re not getting anything from either of us.”
“Fantastic,” she growled. “Just the way I like it. You bastards have your precious heir so now you’re giving me my life back. I wouldn’t have it any other way.” She dug her heels into the saddle.
Draigar grabbed the bridle. “I want a divorce,” he repeated, “but I’ll give you one last chance to fix this. Because I want this to work out. Woman—”
She yanked the reins, forcing his hands off the bridle. “You’re not doing an outstanding job of begging me to stay.”
“I’m not begging you to stay. I’m trying to make you see what your actions have done. I’m at my wit’s end, and so is your father. But if you leave, you’re going to be doing it knowing that it is all you. Roena, you will get nothing. The clothes on your back, what you have in that saddle—that’s it. You’re not coming back, do you hear me? You’re not—”
She screamed, urging her horse into a gallop.
“Roena!” Draigar thundered as she tore down the road. She ignored him. As far as she was concerned, she was free.
The journey to Lionstown seemed to be over in a flash. Roena transitioned from the nightmare of her days of solitude in Blackmarsh Castle to the other half of Blackwood Marauders in the blink of an eye. Roena as a mother, Roena as Lady Draigar Blackmarsh…quickly became meaningless words. She never was the one to see the point in lingering over anything. When she reached the port, she could hardly recall the child’s face, and it was a relief to discover she could breathe without the smell of Draigar’s stale sweat in the air.
She went straight to the quarter of a keep they rented to house their mercenaries and equipment, and to Luc’s office, which was at the far end of the hall where he got an excellent view of the port. He got the bigger office because, as he reasoned, he was in Lionstown full time. Roena, who was only there every so often, got the one overlooking the courtyard which wasn’t much bigger than a closet. Well, it was about time that arrangement changed—she didn’t think Luc would object. Thinking about him made her flush with excitement, because she wasn’t sure she ever looked at him from this side of the fence before. Freedom was…a heady, intoxicating word. She should have done this years ago.
She broke into the office. Someone was sitting on Luc’s chair, and for a moment she thought all her fears were unfounded. Surely, Hana’s letter got misplaced. Surely, they were back from that trip now, and Roena would have the chance to begin anew. But then…
“Lady Roena,” the figure said, turning around and lacing his fingers together over the desk. He gave a small, satisfied sigh. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”
“You’re in Luc’s chair, Demon,” Roena replied.
Demon nodded as he settled back into it. “It’s quite comfortable.”
“I can imagine. Still, I’m not sure you belong there.”
“Oh, but I do. Luc left me in charge.”
Roena took the chair across the desk and crossed her arms. After a moment of silence, she blinked at him. “I’m sorry—I thought an explanation was forthcoming.”
“Is it so hard to believe?”
“That you’ve all gone batshit crazy? No, but I’d like to hear you clarify exactly why.”
Demon laughed until he had his arms wrapped around his torso. He had the kind of laugh that made it clear he considered batshit crazy a compliment.
“Lady Roena,” he finally said, after he could catch a breath. He settled back into the chair with comfort. “I believe the first question was mine. What the hell are you doing here?”
“Last I checked, it was named Blackwood Marauders. I’m part-owner of this company.”
“Not according to Luc. Didn’t you receive his request to buy out your share of the partnership?”
Roena felt her brow flicker. “He hasn’t sent me a single thing.”
“His lawyers, then. I should know. I was there when they drafted up the paperwork. They needed a witness, or something. Anyway, they pointed at things. I signed them.” He twiddled his fingers over his belly.
“You’re fucking kidding.”
Demon snorted. “Jokes aren’t my thing, Roena. You know that. And neither are they Luc’s.” He tapped the table. “You’ve been absent the whole year. You shouldn’t be that surprised.”
“For a reason.”
“I don’t care, and frankly, while I’m sure Luc did for a time, you were quiet for far too long. We were all convinced you were never coming back.” He gave a dismissive wave. “But as I said—I don’t give a fuck. Whatever drama you’ve both got can stay there. The most important thing is…what are you here for? Are you taking over at last?”
“Yes,” Roena said.
A look of relief crossed his face. “Finally. I’ve been bored out of my mind. They told me not to accept any new work while they’re gone, and who knew this gig was mostly about numbers and making them makea sense?” He stared at the papers on the desk with disgust.
Roena pushed them away. “Forget the numbers. Hasn’t it occurred to you they should have been back home weeks ago?”
Demon stared at the ceiling, looking like he was counting back the days in his head.
She slammed her fists down on the desk. “Shit, no wonder you’re in trouble. When your superiors are out on a job, you need to be on high alert in case they need backup, not sampling their wine collection.” She glanced at the empty bottles on the floor and resisted the urge to break one over his skull.
“They never asked—”
“Because they’re not in the position to ask, you idiot!” She got up. “Mobilize the men. I want all information on their whereabouts—the ship they took, what supplies they bought. I need an idea of this job. Hana wasn’t clear enough. An escort mission? Why would an escort mission land them into this much trouble? Clearly it’s partly because Luc was in charge, but there’s more to this than that and I intend to get to the bottom of it immediately.”
Demon didn’t reply. But he got up and left the chair, swinging it as he walked past her. He gave a brief bow like a knight in front of his queen. “Welcome home, Blackwood,” he said, sounding like he meant it.




Chapter Two
It took much longer to kill than Anira first thought.
That was the first thing she learned in the next few weeks: how long it took for someone to die. She didn’t know just how well a determined person could cling to life, even when it became apparent their body couldn’t sustain that same life any longer. Ripped up bodies and mangled pieces of meat could still utter sounds that reminded you they were living, breathing, talking beings not too long ago.
“We don’t have to watch,” Luc told her the first time they found themselves back in the spectator stands, looking over the battle Sugatt had volunteered himself for.
“He’s my brother,” Anira replied. “I have to. If anything happened to him and I wasn’t there, I could never forgive myself.”
But her fear for his life quickly disappeared once she realized just how well Sugatt could fight given half the chance. Maybe it was the roar of approval from the judges themselves, or the blistering screams of his opponents as his sword left them bloody wrecks, but something about the environment revitalized him. He fought like a demon out of hell, ending his opponents’ lives with flourish—a flick of the wrist here, a kick on an already motionless body there. After he had disarmed one opponent, he picked up his sword and returned it to the man. As the desperate, bleeding competitor took the sword, wondering if mercy was about to be dealt to him, Sugatt grabbed him by the hair, forced him to face the crowd, and then slowly slid his blade across the man’s voice box. The ensuing roar drowned out the hiss of the bubbling blood. Anira could only watch in disgust, her skin crawling at the thought that this man who was relishing in the death and cruelty he dealt was the same boy she used to toddle after when they weren’t much higher than their father’s waist.
She wasn’t surprised when he was announced the winner. The woman who had declared him her champion, the same Lady Asandre, finally showed herself, proclaiming him her top fighter, a privilege that bought him the chance to explore past the arena grounds and into the city. The crowd roared even louder. Sugatt’s performance was exemplary; few could lay claim to that honour after having only fought two battles. Anira couldn’t even explain why. Nothing about the battle itself struck her as unique, except perhaps that most of the blood shed in the arena was someone else’s.
“That’s it?” Luc asked, once the crowd’s roar had died down. “That’s all we have to do?”
“I don’t think he gets to walk out of the city,” Anira said. “You’ve seen through those windows. It’s walled.”
“But it’s a start,” Luc replied.
“It’s a strange reward for savaging your opponents beyond recognition.”
“You were expecting something in this place to make sense?” Luc gave a small smile. “You’re more optimistic than I am, and that’s saying a lot.”
She caught up with Sugatt as he was leaving the arena. Renel, who seemed to be as much in awe of him as the rest of the crowd, shadowed him.
“Find a way for us to escape while you’re out there,” Anira said.
Sugatt’s eyes settled on her. “What for?” he asked.
She gave a grim smile. “We can’t stay here forever.”
“Are you in such a hurry to hasten our death? Remember, Anira. Kassho is gone. Warlord Yeshin is still alive. He’ll want someone to blame for the failure, and that’ll be us. If we do manage to escape, we’ll be out there penniless and alone, with nothing to show for our uncle’s sacrifice. I’ve got a better idea. How about we make our benefactors so happy they’ll not only let us walk out of here, but give us rewards to carry home? Maybe they’ll even tell us where the dragon went.”
“They must have taken the caravan. I doubt they would have just left it in the middle of the road, especially after they went through the trouble of taking all of us.”
“And maybe they’ll give it back if I ask for it. Imagine riding back home with the honour of bringing back the first true dragon Jin-Sayeng has seen in decades.”
She hesitated. The image was beyond tempting. It was true that she didn’t know where the dragon was, and the ka-eng probably had a better idea. What if they did just hand the thing over to Sugatt? She wanted nothing more than to have this all over with—to go back home and embrace their parents without trouble at their heels. “But there must be another way,” she whispered under her breath. “This feels like going under the headman’s axe.”
“Winning these battles is the surest way.”
“You lucked out once,” Anira said.
“Twice,” Sugatt corrected her. “And it wasn’t luck.”
“You’ve got to be a fool to believe that. You think this streak is going to continue? You could just as easily be those people you killed.”
“They’re dead because I fought harder than they did. My swing was better, and I wanted to get out of there more than they did. I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure what happened to them never happens to me.” He gave Luc, who was standing a few paces away, a quick glance. He made a disgusted sound in the back of his throat. “If we’re talking about being selfish, you need to take a good, hard look in the mirror, anyway.”
“What the hell does that mean?”
“After what this man did to our camp, to our soldiers…you’re more willing to spend time with him than your own people.” His eyes narrowed. “You were up in the stands alone, together, this whole time. Is something going on between you two?”
“That’s not fair,” Anira said. “I was the one looking for you all day yesterday!”
Sugatt shook his head and started walking away.
“Just like that,” Anira said, holding out her arms. “What the hell am I supposed to do, Sugatt?”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“You’re my brother. My elder brother. Tell me, then. What am I supposed to do?”
“Suddenly I’m your elder.” He laughed. “Where was this back home, when you were undermining my decisions and thinking you knew what was best for us? I’m older, but you’ve never once let me take the lead. You always somehow knew better, didn’t you? You were always somehow smarter. Our parents and sisters agreed, and you know what, for a time, I couldn’t blame them. It seemed that way. But that was before. I’m good at this, and that’s just something you’re going to have to accept.” He made a fist. They always confiscated their weapons after a match, and Anira thought he was going to hit her.
But he struck the wall instead.
“You’ve let this whole thing get to your head,” Anira said. “You know they’re just toying with us.”
“Who isn’t? Our own bloody, noble family was. Kassho, Yeshin—we were playing their games, too. I’m finally in a place where I have a chance to shine, where I’m appreciated. You want to escape? Then get yourself out. You’re not a helpless little girl, Anira. You’ve more than made that clear all these years.”
He left her with that. Renel cast her an apologetic glance, but he didn’t say anything—he simply walked faster to catch up with her brother.
“So much for following me,” she said under her breath.
“Your brother is not…wrong,” Luc said. “There isn’t much we can do but hope for a chance to…be where he is.”
“You mean we need to win more matches?”
Luc nodded. “From the conversations I heard from the other spectators, I believe we need to get a certain number of points to be granted access to the rest of the city. The privilege is only granted to fighters during this time—Sandigan is closed to outsiders otherwise. So yes. We need to win, and we need to win well.”
She sighed and leaned against the wall. “I don’t like that answer. Sugatt got through in two matches doing…that. I don’t think I can.”
He took her hand in his, weaving his fingers through hers. “Me neither.”
“If we fight…” she began.
Luc sighed. “I think it’s already established that we can’t just not fight, either. We got lucky the last time. What’s going to happen next? We’re on opposing sides, too, and believe me, if they pit us against each other again…” He shook his head, as if the very thought was making him sick.
“Then we won’t give them a chance,” she said. “We volunteer, like he did. The fights would be set, and with any luck, they’ll consider us too busy to even think about putting us in the same bout.”
He frowned. “With any luck.”
For a man who claimed to have such a thing on his side since birth, he suddenly seemed full of doubt.
And so began what felt like the longest day in Anira’s life. She didn’t go diving in head-first…not all the battles were against other fighters, and she purposely volunteered for a few that pitted her against wild beasts. She learned quickly enough that while these battles could buy her way into the winners’ lodge, she couldn’t score enough to buy her way into the city. They also did little to advance her through the ranks.
The rankings were the key. While every battle was scored in such a manner that allowed the declarations of winners and losers, the actual war was on the scoreboard. The first month involved the first tier—a disjointed free-for-all where the overall goal was simply to amass enough points, either through voluntary or scheduled battles, to be in the top quarter of the rankings. Those who got there could proceed to the second tier.
Those who didn’t…
The fighters whose points had fallen so far below that there was no way for them to regain them were the first to fall to Anira’s sword. She didn’t know what was happening until it was there. She had thought it was another battle against wild animals. Her opponents fought in the beginning, if a touch slower than she expected. But then they toppled backward while foaming at the mouth, dead at almost the same instant Anira’s sword made its mark on their flesh. Anira jumped backwards, confused. Nobody just falls on a sword like that. But then the judges showed her scores and not her opponents’, and she learned it was a free match, one granted to her because the judges liked her performance overall. People who weren’t expected to advance were poisoned and thrown into a battle they were meant to lose.
It made Anira stop wanting to eat for fear she was next. They could do what they wanted to you anytime, anywhere. Scores were updated erratically and unless you were sure you had enough points to be near the top of the chart, you didn’t know if you were getting the cut. The Feastday Crusades didn’t just celebrate its unfairness—it relished in it. The judges fed on the stench of desperation and anger.
Audience and contestants alike remained convinced they could stay on top of the game. The winners’ lounge was filled with chatter over the best way to advance, with a seemingly endless flow of tips and tricks from supposed winners of the past. One was convinced all you had to do was show initiative—volunteer for the hardest matches, like Sugatt did. Others thought the way out was to let the judges pick your matches for you and then exceed their expectations. There would be long discussions, debates, arguments. At least one ended with a fight that left both fighters dead, proving their theories worthless. What good was it to figure out the game you couldn’t even play in? Sometimes it felt as if Luc was the only other sane person there, the only person whose eyes Anira could look into to remind herself of what it felt to be alive outside of this. The rest were in various stages of going mad.
Yenaten, for instance, spent a week recuperating, and then despite her refusal to return to the ring, was thrown into several battles that seemed designed to irritate her to no end. She won them all, but would stop speaking with Anira for days on end, choosing instead to lock herself up in her room with a stack of books. On her fifth or sixth battle—Anira was losing count—she was thrown in a match with Hana and Anira yet again.
“Shouldn’t you be with your friends?” Yenaten cried.
“Who the fuck knows,” Hana replied. “Lady What’s-her-face wanted me and not my friends, which I frankly don’t blame her for. I’ve been hearing what you two are up to, though, and believe me, I want out just as much as you do. But the only way out of here is back through those gates as the winner or down in the body pit with the other losers. Is that what you are, Lady Yenaten? A loser?”
The anger blazed in Yenaten’s eyes. “You unbelievably arrogant bitch—”
Hana shoved her forward and pointed at their charging opponents. “Use that anger and live.”
Their performance in that match—against another group of Kag men whose deaths were easier for Anira to grasp than if they had been Jinsein—all but secured them in the upper half of the ranking. They were safe, for now. At the gates, they were stopped by Lady Asandre, who awarded them with keys to the city, which she dangled like a hunk of meat over a bunch of slavering dogs.
“Shit!” Hana said, her eyes bright. “You don’t say?”
“Your presence has absolutely made this experiment worth my time,” Lady Asandre replied, her face bright. At least, from what Anira could tell. She still couldn’t quite get a grasp on ka-eng facial expressions, and what little she had seen of Lady Asandre didn’t give her much clue on where to start. She remained standing while the woman approached her with a firm look.
She pressed a thumb on Anira’s chin, her long nails scraping the bottom of her lip. “Your brother is better on the eyes and the scorecard, but there’s something about you…” she began. “It would be interesting to see how you perform in the next tier.”
“How much more different is it than what we’ve faced so far?” she asked.
Asandre smiled. “You’ll see. But for now…” She made a sweeping gesture down the hall, to where the city gates were. “Enjoy everything Sandigan has to offer. It may be the only change you get.”
“Ominous,” Hana grumbled, as soon as she left. She turned to Luc, who had appeared from the crowd filing out of the spectator stands. “Well, you’re a sight for sore eyes. Finally decided Old Hana was worth congratulating, eh?”
“I didn’t come here for you,” Luc countered. He walked straight to Anira. He didn’t touch her, but a sincere look crossed his face, one that reminded her of the last few nights. Had it been a few nights already? When she slept with him the first time, she thought it might end there, but he had walked her to her room the next day and she couldn’t help but invite him in again. It had become a rather pleasant distraction.
She felt her cheeks flush.
Hana’s mouth fell open. “Well, shit. I wasn’t expecting that.”
“Expecting what?” Yenaten asked. “What’s going on here?”
“Nothing, Lady Yenaten,” Luc said with a bow. “I’m just wishing you a safe trip out in the city.”
“Now?” Anira asked. “You want us to go now?”
He gave her a look before nodding. “You don’t know if they’re going to snatch this away from you at the last moment.” He dropped his voice lower. “You’ve got the key now—you might as well see if there’s any way to escape this hellhole. I only wish I can join you, but it seems as if I don’t have quite enough points to get through to the next round.”
“But you’ve got a fight this afternoon,” Anira said. “I can’t miss it!”
“I’ll be fine.”
“What if you get hurt?”
“There’s nothing you can do, anyway. It’s better you don’t see. Besides, you know me. I’ll probably luck out again.”
“Luc—”
He kissed her.
“What the fuck,” Yenaten said.
Hana cleared her throat. “Agartes, Luc, you could wait behind closed doors, you know. But you have a point. Let’s go before any of these assholes change their minds.” She clasped a hand on Anira’s back and all but pushed her forward. “And you don’t need to worry. I’ll take care of her.”
“That’s exactly why I’m worried,” Luc called. “If she gets hurt, remember, I still pay you!”
“You’ve stopped paying me the last few weeks, jackass!” Hana gave a snort before wrapping an arm around Anira’s neck. “Really?” she asked once they were out of earshot. “Luc?”
“It’s really none of your business,” Anira grumbled.
“I’m your cousin, so it’s technically mine,” Yenaten broke in. She grabbed Anira by the arm. “Have you been sleeping with the enemy? Are you out of your mind?”
“Don’t blame her,” Hana said. “The boy’s got a strange appeal I’ve never been able to wrap my head around. He listens to women and they turn to putty. Your cousin’s smitten.”
Anira pushed herself out of their respective holds.
“Again, it’s nobody’s business,” she said, trying to gather what was left of her dignity. She turned and slid the key into the lock. The guards, positioned on both sides of the gates, grunted and pulled them open.
“Enemy, huh,” Hana suddenly said as they walked through, as if the thought had just occurred to her. “I took a blow for you today, missy.”
“You know what I mean,” Yenaten sniffed.
“We’ve called a truce,” Anira said. “That’s it about all this enemy business.”
Yenaten sighed. “Have you told your brother that?”
“I’m choosing not to acknowledge Sugatt’s existence for now. We can pick all of that back up once we’re out.”
“That makes sense,” Hana said. “Not counting whatever funny business you and Luc have been up to, I propose we put an end to all animosities for now.” She held out her hand.
They were interrupted by the sound of horses from the end of the road. Anira caught sight of the mage, Sapphire, inside the carriage that wheeled past in a blur of faded red paint.
“Truce,” Anira repeated, under her breath. She pointed. “And I think following that woman is a good start.”




Chapter Three
After about half an hour of following Sapphire’s carriage down the road, the first thing that struck Anira was that the streets were unusually narrow. It made it possible for them to follow it on foot in the first place: the horses couldn’t simply gallop through without the sides of the carriage catching on some windowsill or ornament along the way, so the driver forced the horses to go at a pace slower than a trot.
But the streets wouldn’t have been built that way. The paved stone underneath them seemed to have been made wide enough for two carriages to run past each other. Anira could still see the markings of the old road on the dust. But then somehow, over the years, the buildings were built to take over the road and beyond. Some of the houses had rooms protruding well past their building’s foundation. Even to Anira, who grew up in the countryside and didn’t know exactly how things were supposed to be built in the city, it didn’t look right.
The carriage disappeared into a building right beside a bridge. The bridge went over a black, sludge-like river and into a portion of the city that looked like it was coated in stardust. The air over there shimmered. It was like looking at something from the corner of a watery eye. Every time Anira blinked, she had the sense that things out there didn’t stay the same. She didn’t know how to explain it to her companions, who were more concerned with wondering where Sapphire had disappeared to.
“Something about this city feels wrong,” Anira finally said.
“Tell me about it,” Yenaten said. “I’ve been to many places, you know, and—”
“Oh, here we go,” Hana grumbled, rolling her eyes.
“All I’m saying,” Yenaten said, growing firmer, “is this: where the hell is everyone? Where are the vendors, the passersby, regular folk going about their day? This can’t just be a city of nobles built around an arena, can it? That just doesn’t seem right. People must have lives outside of their damn celebrations!”
“And yet…” Anira breathed. She pointed.
They followed her finger. A ka-eng was draping banners over their windowsill. Anira couldn’t read the writing, but the image on it was clear enough: it was celebrating the Feastday Crusades. The ka-eng, realizing they were staring, waved at them in revelry.
“Good luck to you!” they called. “Good luck to you all!”
“I haven’t seen children, either,” Hana said, as soon as the windows were closed.
“Do they even have children?” Yenaten asked.
“Who doesn’t have children?” Hana replied. “Ka-eng have got to come from somewhere. They don’t just crawl out of the dirt fully formed…” She trailed off, her brows furrowing. “Do they?”
They continued to wander the streets in silence. Lamp posts with strange, round tops loomed over them every few steps, and trees painted in silver and gold—perfectly preserved saplings, really—broke up the rest. They soon learned it went around in a circle, and that the building where Sapphire went into formed the center.
“That must be where they plan everything,” Hana said under her breath. “It’s where they find the cruellest ways to get maximum entertainment out of their contestants. How about we just burn it down?”
“I haven’t seen a single judge, other than her,” Anira said. “The people coming in and out of that building—they’re dressed in the same robes as the servants.”
“She’s not even a judge though, is she?” Yenaten asked.
They turned to her.
“She’s not,” Yenaten repeated. “She describes herself as a mage the ka-eng hired. I’ve never once seen her with her own scorecard.”
“I always thought the ka-eng were, as the original inhabitants of this continent, already predisposed to magic,” Hana said. “Really. That’s their whole thing. Ask Luc. He’s met a few in his youth.” Her eyes fell on Anira.
She turned away. “I don’t know what you’re implying.”
“Right. Because you don’t just talk, do you? You and Blackwood both—I really don’t know what you see in that snot-nosed kid. You both could do so much better!”
“Get to the point,” Anira grumbled.
“Why would a city of ancient magic-users require the services of a mage?” Hana asked.
“Why don’t we ask her?” Anira blurted out.
Hana turned to her like she had grown an extra head.
“Let’s ask,” Anira said. “No one said we couldn’t. They said we could explore the city, and that’s exactly what we’re doing.”
Before the others could stop her, she crossed the road and made her way straight to the building.
“How may I help you?” a ka-eng asked at the entrance.
“What is this building?” Anira asked.
The ka-eng smiled. “It’s lodging for our guests of honour, of course.”
“Guests of honour,” Anira repeated.
“I’m guessing that means those who aren’t prisoners,” Hana grumbled.
The ka-eng, who could clearly understand Jinan, simply smiled at them. “You’re free to check out the facilities if you’d like. Just keep in mind private rooms remain private, and if you cause any trouble, you will be returned to the arena and your privileges revoked.” She pointed at the guards standing quietly in the corner and smiled again.
“How thoughtful of you,” Hana grumbled again.
“I still can’t believe people actually want to come here,” Yenaten said. “There are much, much grander places. Places with actual culture and entertainment…theater, arts, music…anything that doesn’t involve hacking off limbs and spraying blood. This must all get tiresome after a while.”
The ka-eng just continued smiling. A thread of irritation was woven through her otherwise placid voice. “It’s plenty entertaining for our spectators. Besides, not everyone can afford to travel.”
Anira placed a finger on her lips. She had spotted Sapphire at the other end of the great hall, heading towards the grand staircase. “
Stay here,” she whispered to Hana. “Don’t let Yenaten get into any trouble.” She glanced at the receptionist and gave a brief nod before running down to catch up with the mage. By the time Anira reached her, the woman was making her way downstairs.
“Sapphire!” she called. They were halfway down to the floor below the main level.
The woman stopped and turned. Her face remained expressionless. “You’ve made it to Tier Two, I believe. Congratulations are in order, I suppose. It’s not easy to be where you are.”
“Because I’d be dead if I wasn’t?” Anira asked.
“Not exactly,” Sapphire said. “Some people are good enough not to be sacrificed, but can’t quite make it to the next round.”
“What happens to those?”
“I believe the ka-eng returns them to prison, where they can wait until next year for a second chance. You need to lose in Tier Three to be granted freedom.”
“This is ridiculous,” Anira said. “Tell me it’s ridiculous to you, too. You seem like a reasonable person.”
“The games amuse them,” Sapphire replied. “The irrationality of it all amuses them even more. You’ve got to admit it keeps people guessing, and who am I to tell them they’re right or wrong?” She started taking the stairs once more.
Anira followed her. “That’s it. That’s why I wanted to talk to you. They hired you. They’re paying you to be here. That means you don’t agree with all of this.”
“Even if I didn’t, there’s not much I can do,” Sapphire said. “These games have been going on for centuries. It’s…all they have.”
“What do you mean by that?”
Sapphire sighed and turned to face her. “You’re probably aware that ka-eng live an unusually long time. These have been living far longer than most.”
She folded her arms together, gesturing to Anira to follow her. She seemed unperturbed by her presence—if anything, she seemed relieve at the chance to speak with another woman, one who didn’t have her entire existence wrapped up in the games. The staircase continued to wind down.
“Sandigan is an ancient city,” she continued. “Older than the nations that dominate the continent today. They were here when the Dageians first arrived on the shores, sailing on their massive boats. Unlike many of the ka-eng settlements, Sandigan welcomed the Dageians with open arms. They saw them as objects of curiosity, with their white skin and their light-coloured eyes and fair hair. Far, far different from the natives they’ve had to wrestle the continent from.”
“Natives. You mean people like us?” Anira asked.
“You, and my mother’s people, as the story always goes.” She made a dismissive gesture with her hands. “And of course, as the story goes, the Dageians eventually betrayed them.”
“How?”
“Little things, at first,” Sapphire said. “They’d cheat and try to get more value than the items they were trading were worth. The ka-eng normally don’t care for baubles—their interests lie mainly in magic and the manipulation of it—but their encouragement made the Dageians test their boundaries. Eventually, they started stealing the children.”
Anira swore under her breath.
“I share the same sentiment,” Sapphire said, watching her with hardly a flicker of emotion on her expression. “Have you ever seen ka-eng children before, Lady Orenar? No—I should think not. They’re rare. Most ka-eng are barren. If they choose to settle down with a life-partner, the usual assumption is that they’re not going to produce children at all. Every child born to every clan is precious. If a brother or sister of yours happen to have one, or even a cousin, you treat them as if they were yours and consider your family blessed. But to the Dageians…”
She paused as they reached the end of the stairwell and picked up a torch from the wall. She turned to face Anira. The shadow deepened the contours on her face, making them appear like hollows. “To the Dageians, the ka-eng children looked like pets, and so they made them pets.”
“They had magic,” Anira said. “Surely the magic must have protected them!”
“The Dageians, by then, knew how to neutralize the agan, and some of their own people were manifesting connections and learned how to control it themselves.” She gave a small, sardonic smile. “They picked up most of their knowledge from the ka-eng themselves, who were almost too eager to teach these poor strangers all about life as they knew it. That was the first, fatal mistake, you see. Both sides saw the other as children. But where one thought it was their responsibility to guide and to teach, the other wanted only to seize opportunities. As much as some of us want to believe that everyone will act fairly because it is the right thing to do, the truth is, many will take more than their fair share simply because they can.
“The elders weren’t happy. They blamed the Dageians’ betrayal on the youth, the ones who fostered the trade in the first place, and insisted the Dageians could be trusted. Tensions grew as more and more children were lost to the thieving Dageians. Many of the elders decided to depart the city. But before they did…”
She gestured. Anira found herself standing in front of a painting, so large it nearly took up an entire wall to itself. It was a rendering of the city, complete with the black mountains that seemed almost like islands drifting over a sea of white rooftops. The sky was unnaturally blue—bright, almost as if it glowed. Sapphire approached the edge of the painting and swept her hand over it. With the torch behind it, it gave the appearance of a gigantic bird of prey with only half the wings.
“Before they did,” she continued, “the elders drained the city of magic.”
She paused, her hand dropping to the side of her body. Her face tightened as she stared at the city, as if the very thought of such an act was too cruel for words. Perhaps it would be to a mage. She angled her head towards Anira. “They didn’t want the Dageians to do it themselves, you see. And they were right to fear them: years later, the Dageians would learn how to tap into the continent’s vast resources of agan and funnel them into their own settlements for power. But this was before then, and the elders thought such a drastic sacrifice would be enough to preserve the integrity of their city.
“And perhaps they were right. Preserve it, it did. But not the way they envisioned. When they drained the city, they ended up draining every single person inside the city, too.”
“They killed them, you mean?” Anira asked.
Sapphire looked surprised that she seemed to still be listening and shook her head. “The complete opposite. They preserved them instead. The ka-eng inside the city…lost their ability to die.”
Anira’s mouth fell open. “But that’s…”
“Impossible? You’d say so. You’re Jinsein. Your land lost its dragons and whatever majesty and power it had, and so you think the rest of the world functions the same way. Funny how much these things affect our perceptions.”
“How…how can something not die?”
“The ka-eng don’t have blood,” Sapphire replied. “Not the way we think of blood, anyway. Pure agan runs through their veins. It’s why their skin is blue, why their eyes are touched with blue, and if you ever see their flesh, you’d find the muscles more purple than red. Mages…human mages, that is…are born in such a way that they can see agan. We are taught to manipulate it so as not to harm ourselves, and that is how we can perform magic. But the ka-eng are something else. They just…are. The most complex of our spells are child’s play to them.
“When the very blood was drained from their bodies in an instant, it was like dredging a body into a jar of brine. They were…pickled.” Her mouth twitched at the imagery. “The agan
is both life and death, and for them the latter arrives differently than it does to us. Ka-eng do not die of old age. They are born, they grow up, but then their agan-drenched bodies eventually just stop. The agan itself is what eventually gives the signal that it is time to move on, a process that may take centuries. They get to a point where so much of it has flowed through them—so many memories and other souls and their memories making their imprint—that eventually their bodies decide it is time for them to go home. Only then do their bodies begin the process of decay.
“None of that awaits the ka-eng in this city. The ka-eng in this city have been alive since their elders bound them to this fate. Their flesh will not rot. Their souls will not leave.”
“So you mean they can’t be killed?” Anira asked.
Sapphire shook her head. “Oh, no. Nothing like that. They do have bodies, still. Cut off the proper limbs, stab them in the heart…”
“Even these? If they don’t have blood, what’s running through their veins?”
“That, I don’t know,” Sapphire said. “I’d assume it’s something fouler than what was there. They don’t die, and they don’t have children anymore—the Dageians took what was left and those who remained couldn’t have them again after what the elders did. Somewhere along the way, they became…fascinated…with the concept of death itself. And thus, the Feastday Crusades—once a time of traditional celebration, with dances and feasts—became the same Killing Corral you have witnessed. Because if you can’t die a natural death, why not watch others kill instead? The whole thing invigorates them. You should hear the discussions. What people do to live, the desperation, the process…they feed on it like leeches. It’s why the rules are all over the place. They don’t want the contestants to win. They want them to lose. They want to see people die in the most painful ways possible. It’s all they live for.”
Anira swallowed. “I know I should run screaming by now after hearing all that.”
Sapphire shrugged. “It won’t do anything.”
“Why are you being so helpful?”
“I wasn’t aware I was,” she said. “I merely felt like talking, and you’ve been polite enough to listen. It is rare for a person like myself to find someone patient enough to even try.”
Anira stared at the painting some more. She could see a few figures in the corner which she suspected were supposed to be the elders draining the city to save it. “If they can’t die of old age, but they still can be killed, why don’t they just kill themselves?”
“Some have tried that already,” Sapphire said. “It’s why the city is so empty. But those who remain…they’re just like you, you know. Just like the very fighters down in that arena. They’ll cling to life for as long as they have it, even when all that’s keeping you together is a strip of skin and a sliver of bone. Even without joy, even without sense, you still find a way to hold on. It would have been admirable if they’d just kept it to themselves.”




Chapter Four
Luc’s battle ended without his guts on the floor. The worst part of it all was that he wasn’t surprised anymore. He walked in there with every intention of winning: of maintaining his form and striking only when he needed to, keeping a firm balance between offense and defense like he actually knew what the hell he was doing.
He was pretty sure he still didn’t, once all was said and done. He still felt like a little boy learning to ride a horse for the first time: all exhilaration, with no fear because he had yet to fall and hit the ground. He knew Anira was to blame. She did that—made him feel alive after a full year of wondering if he had any life left to live. He didn’t even think he would ever feel like that again.
It wasn’t just because she was sleeping with him, though he wasn’t naïve enough to believe that didn’t play a role. But he wasn’t the sort of man who slept around. His experience with women began and ended with Roena—a fact that Hana often found hilarious, because Roena certainly didn’t stop with him and Draigar. He just never felt the need. Occasionally, he was struck with pangs of jealousy, like any mortal man or woman who desired to spend more time with the person they cared for. He felt resentful whenever Roena had to cut her time in Lionstown short because she was needed back in court and he knew that meant returning to her other lovers, whoever that might be. And he was secretly glad she was discreet about her other affairs.
But he never felt the need to match her with his own…conquests. He had told himself, from the very beginning, that it wasn’t a competition. Roena never promised a relationship between just the two of them. She never promised love. He had no desire to prove himself or exact revenge. He also wasn’t the sort of man who frequented brothels or met women just to get them into bed. The others encouraged him, teased him, harassed him; secretly, he thought it was too much trouble. By the time he might have worked up the courage to approach a woman he liked (one of the blacksmiths who worked him was friendly, and some of the children’s teachers always found the time to trade flirtatious remarks), Roena would be back in Lionstown. He’d fall back into that old pattern of pretending the next few weeks was more than enough for him.
Meeting Anira ripped open a gaping hole in his logic. He hadn’t been content, after all. He wanted the simplicity of feeling like he belonged with someone, of knowing she trusted him with her thoughts, of being able to trust her with his in return. Holding her hand, falling asleep in her arms, kissing her—even the mere thought of kissing her—kept everything else at bay. They were in a shithole, and he had never felt happier. An irony among ironies.
Luc couldn’t even decide what it was about her that made him feel that way. He knew, though, that the first thing he did after the battle was done—after they’d given him the key that granted him the same access to the city as she did earlier—was to stand near the gates, lean against the wall, and wait for her. He could have gone to the bathhouse, he could have slipped into the mess hall for a bite to eat, he could have found the others and checked on those still recovering, but instead…
He stood there, like a fool. And like a fool, the moment he saw Anira walk back through the gates, he couldn’t stop himself from grinning.
“Hey,” he greeted, running up to her.
“Agartes on a stick!” Hana said from behind them. “I didn’t think you could get any worse and yet somehow the gods find a way.”
“How was your trip?” he asked, ignoring Hana.
“Confusing,” Anira said.
He smirked. “You don’t say.”
“The ka-eng,” Hana added, “are fucking vampires.”
Luc opened his mouth and then closed it. “You’re not joking.”
“Now you notice me,” Hana grumbled. “It’s exactly what I said. They’re hollow. Dead without really being dead. They don’t grow old, they just sit around like the husks they are growing more bitter and gamey with every turn of the season. This city is bad news, Luc.”
“We always knew that,” Luc said. “What’s changed?”
“The urgency,” Anira said. She lowered her voice. “The competition…it’s not just designed to be unfair. It’s designed to push us to a breaking point. Any wins we’ve experienced so far is on purpose. I wouldn’t be surprised if those matching scorecards we got in the beginning were magicked by our patrons to keep our groups together somehow.”
“But luck—” Luc began.
Anira shook her head. “It’s not luck. Not this time. We’ve caught their attention somehow, and they want to give us a story worth its weight in entertainment. People aren’t winning because they’re good fighters, it’s because they’re worth watching somehow and it suits their purpose to live to fight another day.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Most competitors die,” Anira said. “That’s the whole point of these games. The ka-eng are bored out of their minds and they’ve created this competition to force people to play out their sick fantasies and watch them die all sorts of deaths. And even if you do win, there’s always something that sucks you back in for next time. I told you about Pan—she said she ran herself into debt going through this competition. She won nothing but her life the last time, and she’s back trying to earn her just reward. The ka-eng are probably her debtors. I would stake my life on it.” She sucked in her breath. “We need to escape, soon. Even the faintest hope of a way out is a lie.”
“Which means you’re going to have to convince your brother,” Yenaten said. “Something tells me none of this is going to be enough for him.”
“No,” Anira agreed. “Sugatt…won’t believe any of this. He’s firmly convinced the only reason he’s rising to the top is because he’s proven himself and the fates are smiling down on him at last.”
“This can all wait,” Luc finally said. He placed a hand on her shoulder and squeezed it. “We’re all tired and in need of a bath and food. We know they haven’t messed with the winners’ circles so far, so we can at least rely on that. So come on. Let’s worry about all that later, hey?”
Easy, practiced words. After five years as leader of a mercenary group, he had gotten used to saying them without even thinking about them. He’d also gotten good at pretending he believed them, too, and that nothing about what they’d said filled him with a deep sense of worry. But then later that night, after he’d seen to it that Anira was sleeping soundly in her bed (which had, incidentally, also been his for the last couple of weeks), he pulled himself out of her embrace, got dressed, and made his way to the gates to the city.
Even though it was late, no one cared about him leaving. He showed the key to the guards, who let him through without a word. The concept of time didn’t seem to exist to the ka-eng, which then extended even to their human servants. Now that Anira had explained to him why, it suddenly all made sense. With their life cycles disrupted, they had no reason to pay attention to the rise and fall of days anymore. It wasn’t even their immortality—at least, not that alone. They had no children, either. No crops. No livestock that he could see. He figured whatever food they got must have been purchased outside. Without the reminder of life as life should be—how it starts and blossoms before eventually withering away—what was the point? No one, not even the ka-eng, was meant to live inside a bubble.
“You know, I’ve been wondering…” he heard Anira muse from behind. “Why don’t they just leave? Nothing is forcing these ka-eng to go anywhere. Why don’t they find somewhere where they don’t have to remember what they don’t have?”
He turned around. “What are you doing here?”
She strode up to him, her hands on her side. “I should ask you the same thing. Did you think you were being sneaky?”
“Uh, yes.”
“You didn’t do a good job, then. If you’re trying to walk away from your lover in the middle of the night, you have to wait until they’ve fallen asleep the second time.”
Luc scratched the side of his cheek. “I didn’t know that was a thing.”
“You fall asleep the first time from exhaustion,” she said, almost matter-of-factly. “The second time because you’re comfortable. That’s the best time to leave. It’s harder to wake up, then.”
“You just…make up these rules on your own?”
She shrugged. “It’s an observation, not a rule. Haven’t you made your own?”
“About?”
“Leaving women in the middle of the night.”
He coloured. “I’m no expert—”
“Clearly.”
He rubbed the back of his head. “Hana says I get too attached, even when I clearly shouldn’t. She thinks it’s a problem.”
“Why? I think it’s wonderful.”
He blinked. “You do?”
“Most of the time, you meet someone, and despite your best efforts in trying to see the good in them, they end up disappointing you somehow. So you hold back. You start to view everyone with suspicion, even if they have done nothing to deserve it. One person’s mistakes in the past causes another’s loss in the future.” She took a deep breath. “People who want to see the best in other people so much that they don’t even care if it hurts them have always astonished me. I wish I could do it more often.”
“You do it with your brother,” Luc pointed out.
Anira sighed. “If I hadn’t forced him to live up to his responsibilities, we wouldn’t be here at all. Maybe I should have given up on him from the very beginning.”
“And then your warlord might have killed you and your entire family. There’s no way of knowing, so it’s better not to concern yourself over a thing you can’t change.” He gestured at the building in the distance. “Is that the guests’ lodging you were talking about?”
“Yes.”
“Something about what you told me earlier kept nagging in my mind,” he said. “Sapphire. You said she wasn’t confrontational at all. She happily told you all of this.”
“I wouldn’t say happily, but yes. She was helpful enough.”
“What would someone like that be doing here?”
“The ka-eng pay her,” Anira said. “Their elders’ procedure drained them of magic, so they can’t perform any of it. And the city used to run on magic, so…having mages around is really useful.”
“I’m not convinced.” Luc glanced around before walking towards the building. He didn’t go to the front entrance, however. He went to the back alley and followed the back of the building, where it extended towards the river.
“What are you doing?” Anira asked.
“There must be a way for them to get supplies through,” Luc said. “If it’s the guests’ lodging, then they’ll be serving meals better than ours. Fresh vegetables. Fresh meat. You’ve got to admit a good half of what they serve us is slop.” He stopped. The building had hit the end of the river where it then dropped
at a sharp angle. “Look at that,” he said, with delight. “They have a fucking tunnel.”
“The only way in and out of the city is under it,” Anira said.
“It looks that way. You said magic’s blocking the rest of the city, right?”
“According to the mage. And I’m inclined to believe her.” Anira walked backwards and suddenly made a running leap for the tunnel entrance’s roof. She grabbed just the top before she crashed back down to the ground.
“Too high,” she grumbled. “We’ll need a ladder, and then we’ll need something like a pickaxe to break through that roof, and I don’t think they’re going to give us either just because we asked nicely.”
“Get up on my shoulders,” Luc said. “I’ll give you a boost.”
He stood right next to the wall and offered his hands a step stool.
She jumped again, with surprising agility. He stared at her shadow spinning up to the rooftop in awe. She landed on the edge and then immediately turned around. “Grab my hand.”
He leaped, and fell short, but she managed to yank him up. She grabbed his shirt as he swayed along the wall and pulled him onto the roof. “How much of that slop have you snarfed down?” she asked lightheartedly.
“You should know I’ve actually lost weight lately.” Luc brushed his trousers and looked around. “This won’t work. Even if we find a way through this, we’ll have to get the others, too, and not all of them have keys.”
They decided to walk the perimeter of the building, anyway. They returned the way they came from, where the roof broke into a few overhangs that allowed them to climb up the tower. They made their way up there slowly, and Luc got the sense that they weren’t so much as looking for a way to escape as the act itself was their escape, at least for the time. This went beyond…well, what Roena would call a quick fuck, if he was going down that road. They stopped on the edge of a rooftop where Anira looked up while Luc stared at her face and he wondered if he was wrong about everything after all.
“Luc,” she said.
“Hmm?”
“There are no stars here.”
That wasn’t quite what he was hoping she would say. He followed her gaze, however, and saw she had it right. There were no stars. The sky over them wasn’t a sky at all. It looked almost like a piece of fabric draped over the entire city. If he squinted hard enough, perhaps he could glimpse the moon on the actual sky. It looked faded, like a blur on the water.
“There are other tunnels back in the arena, too,” Luc said. “The prison-tunnels. And if I’m willing to guess…they must all be connected. I don’t know. I’m just talking out of my ass—”
“Akaterru,” she said. “You’re right.”
“Wait,” he said. “You’re not joking? Agartes—can you repeat that where Hana can hear you?”
She ignored him. “Sapphire showed me a painting of the city,” she said. “It was the moment the elders drained the city. The sky looked unnatural there, too. And I’ve been wondering if there’s a connection to it somehow, and then…” She held out her left hand, with the fingers extended. “Imagine my fingers are tunnels,” she said. She took her right hand and covered her left hand with it. “Imagine that’s the sky. Not the real sky, but that fake one over us.”
“All right,” Luc said. “I’m imagining.”
“How do you draw something out?” she asked. “How do you drain something?”
“You poke holes in it.”
“If it’s going to drip out through the holes, sure. What if it won’t do that?”
“I don’t know if I’m following you.”
“You suck it out, like breath from your lungs. So yes, there will be tunnels—they’re what made this whole thing possible. They made a fake sky to maintain the pressure, dug tunnels, and then used them as channels to draw the magic out.”
Luc blinked. “And you say you’re a farmer?”
“I don’t think we should try to get out through them,” she continued. “This competition has been going on for centuries—they’ll have all the weak spots guarded already. I think it’s better to just…break the city instead.”
He stared at her in confusion.
She flicked her left fingers away from her right. “Collapse a few tunnels, and what will happen? The roof—that fake sky—will break, too. They’re all connected—they must be. And if anything breaks, it’ll tear holes into the walls. Guards wouldn’t be expecting that. We can just walk right out.” She placed her hands back on her lap. “At least, that’s all I’ve got. Unless you can think of something better?”
He kissed her.
“It’s brilliant,” he said. “Let’s go back and break some tunnels.”




Chapter Five
Lord Heral deserved more from his only son.
Sugatt had known—possibly since birth—that it was all but impossible to live up to his eldest sisters. Both were formidable women in their own right: schooled in the City of Oren-yaro under some of the best scholars in the province, and with such skills in both the arts and business that they attracted the attention of almost every eligible bachelor of their time. Those were the glory days, when Heral aron dar Orenar’s name wasn’t buried in dusty tomes and their family could walk through the city and be respected for the accomplishments Yanna and Onang brought. Life in Jin-Sayeng was about more than bringing honour to your family, but it did a great job of making you feel otherwise.
It wasn’t, for example, expected of him—Sugatt, First Son—to follow in his sisters’ footsteps. Nor was he ever expected to do better than them. Born as the unexpected youngest (at the time of his birth), he wasn’t expected to be anything at all. His sisters doted on him but didn’t rely on him, even when he became old enough to have a few simple responsibilities around the house. And then Anira got old enough to be considered more than a baby and…
It was almost as if their attention just skipped past him. He knew why, from the very beginning. He wasn’t exceptional. He had no talent. Everything his sisters did naturally and with grace, it took him several tries to learn and even more to manage a competent job. He had never been bitter about it. He was proud of his sisters, and there was a time when that had been enough to sustain him. They were all Heral’s true daughters, without question—kind, generous, open-hearted.
He volunteered to be sent to Warlord Yeshin’s army in Anira’s place because it made the most sense. The thought of having to let Anira deal with brazen, uncouth commoners made him nauseous, and he put a stop to the thought of her going almost immediately. He didn’t enjoy fighting, he didn’t want to traipse around in the mud and dirt at the warlord’s heels like a dog, and he had no desire to mingle with politics or climb up the ranks like many other royal’s sons. But better him than Anira. If someone had to deal with crass, uncouth soldiers, most of whom were men in the lower ranks, it might as well be him. Girls had better things to do than play war with stupid boys.
He would have liked it if his parents had…resisted more. They jumped on his suggestion almost immediately, with the tinge of relief that told them they were glad they didn’t have to have that uncomfortable conversation with him about doing what was right for his sister. But he understood why that had to be. They all had to make sacrifices for family. And he knew his sister, watching him ride off with that look of longing in her eyes, was making her own, too. He remembered thinking that once this was all over—once the warlord was content with their contribution, and he was free to go home—he would trade places with her and tell her to go her own way.
He understood all of that which was why he couldn’t see, once all was said and done, why Anira seemed upset at him for doing what he felt was necessary to get them home. Escaping was ridiculous. If he felt like they had the freedom to talk—which he knew they didn’t, he had seen the ka-eng in every corner of the damned place—he would have told her any attempts would be futile. They had grown up together—surely she could read him better than she claimed. Instead, she holds a grudge and starts fraternizing with the enemy and he didn’t know how to tell her she had it all wrong, not without drawing attention to them.
The gods damned ka-eng were everywhere. Didn’t their father teach them that the easiest way to blend in was to do exactly what everyone else was doing? All her ridiculous attempts to rebel…was just tightening the noose around their necks. She was becoming as bad as their cousin, Yenaten. That one had been a bad influence, as far as he could remember. His mother used to tell him to be more patient with her—her family had money theirs didn’t, which meant Yenaten had a stunted view of life. She would have foolishly been raised to believe that the world worked to her favour, regardless.
Anira knew better than to act out.
He woke up the morning of his sixteenth or seventeenth battle—he had stopped counting after the fifth—and began through the day’s warm-up sessions. Exercises on the floor, before breakfast, helped keep him nimble on his feet. He wasn’t the best at fighting, but he was surprised at how much better he was than some of the fighters out here. He supposed consistency had its advantages. He realized, for instance, that killing his opponents—even if it wasn’t necessary—meant he wouldn’t have to fight them again. They wouldn’t have time to adapt to his tactics. Every win cemented a reputation that was hard to shake off. Even if he didn’t feel like a warrior, the opponents they threw him with saw him as one. It made them more careful, gave him time to find their weakest spots so he could manipulate it to his advantage.
Someone knocked on the door. Wiping sweat off his face, he got up to stretch before answering it. It was that damnable mercenary captain, Luc.
He didn’t even wait. He took a swing at him.
Luc accepted the blow like a little boy who had never been in a fight in his life. It landed right in the middle of his arrogant face.
“You’ve got the nerve…” Sugatt began.
Luc wiped his nose, which was bleeding. “Now can we talk?”
Sugatt crossed his arms. “I don’t think we have anything to talk about.”
“You know we do.”
“Did my sister send you?”
Luc glanced at the hall and then back at him. “She’s a late sleeper and—”
He turned to slam the door in his face. Luc stuck his foot in. “I’m not interested in your relationship with my sister,” Sugatt growled.
“That’s not what I meant.” Luc sucked in his breath. “I apologize if I’ve offended you. But this is about our plans to escape. We discovered something you may want to know about. There are tunnels underneath the—”
Sugatt finally pushed the door open again, only so he could grab the offending man’s shirt and drag him into the room. He slammed it shut. “Mention the words escape in the same breath as my sister again, and I’ll kill you.”
Luc took a deep breath. “You’re…you’re afraid they’re listening to us.”
Sugatt said nothing. He grabbed a chair and sat down. “How much do you know about our family?”
“Your sister…doesn’t talk about it much.”
“She’s the youngest,” Sugatt said. “She shouldn’t even be here at all. She’s the kind of person who’ll bite more than she can chew because she thinks about other people before she thinks about herself. If anything bad happens to her, my parents will be…devastated isn’t even the right word. It’ll kill them, I’m sure.”
“She thinks the same way about you,” Luc said.
Sugatt sniffed. “Of course she does. Did she tell you she’s here because I screwed up?”
“I don’t know the details. They’re not important. If her safety is important to you, then…”
He slammed his hands on the table. “You’re going to get her killed with this nonsense!”
“She might get killed, either way,” Luc said. “We’re playing with fire here.”
“If you stay out of the way and let me do my job—”
“You honestly don’t think you can win your way out of this?” Luc shook his head. “Our lives are always at stake, every day, every battle. Anira is a contestant, too—are you forgetting that part? The longer we go on, the higher her chances of getting maimed or torn apart. Killing each other in that arena won’t solve anything.”
“We have the same sponsor,” Sugatt said. “I was hoping, having gotten Lady Asandre’s favour, that I can get her to make Anira sit her battles out. If she can forfeit…”
“Your sister’s performance has already caught the eye of every ka-eng noble here. They will not let her.”
“That’s not my fault. If she’d just stayed out of the way when I told her to…”
“You expected your sister would?”
“I’m her elder!” Sugatt said. “She overstepped her bounds!”
Luc laughed. “I’ve got a younger brother myself. If I had a copper coin for every time he did the opposite of what I told him to do, I’d have enough to buy myself a damn castle. I love him for it, but gods in heaven, I would never plan something based on his utmost compliance. Sugatt…” He wiped his bloody nose again and started for the door. “I came here to tell you that Lady Asandre has traded Anira to Lord Nhak. They wanted to see us fight together. You’re no longer under the same sponsor. Your shoddy plans won’t work.”
“Get out.”
“We’ll be fighting you next, Sugatt. Please—”
“Out!”
Luc strode out of the room. Sugatt slammed the door behind him, screamed, and struck it over and over again until his knuckles bled.
The attendants made a big show about the next battle, which pitted him with Renel and another Jinsein soldier, Tande, against Luc, Anira, and the mercenary called Ilus. It was the first fight in Tier Two, which meant it was no longer unknown novices scrabbling for recognition in the pits. Now it was seasoned fighters fighting seasoned fighters, and the bets were said to be going wildly out of proportion. For the next day or so, it was all everyone could talk about. People came up to him to shake his hand and offer advice. Just about everyone ignored the idea that he was going to be fighting his own sister. It wasn’t an issue, as far as most were concerned. Regardless of the specifics, they had faith that Sugatt would get the job done. No one in his life before all of this had ever made him feel that way before.
He paced in the ring before the fight, sword in his right hand, shield in his left, as he made practiced swings in the air. He knew his father probably wouldn’t approve of this, which only strengthened his resolve. One way or another, he was going to get Anira out of here. No one believed he could, least of all her, but he knew he had it in him.
“Without that trade, this would have been perfect,” Sugatt grumbled. “We could have gotten rid of those mercenaries easily. I should have killed that Luc the first time. Lord Heral taught me to spare my enemies, and what did that bring me?” He made a fist.
“A man who seems positively smitten with your sister?” Renel asked helpfully.
Sugatt punched him on the shoulder.
“Go for him first,” he said. “That asshole needs to go down. We won’t make that mistake again.”
Renel scratched the side of his cheek. “I can try. But I’ve seen him fight. He’s not as easygoing as he looks. Push him into a corner and he turns into a wolf himself. I’m not half as good with the sword as he seems to be. He’s killed his fair share of opponents, Sugatt.”
“You’re letting fear get into your head. Control it! We need him and the other one to go down in the first ten minutes of the fight. Dead, you understand. Not incapacitated. Dead. He’s done too much damage already.”
“The other one is even more dangerous,” Tande commented. “I think you’ll need Renel shooting arrows on him to get him to keep his distance. That Luc looks like you can reason with him. Chat him up a little, keep his guard down. That other one…will just charge right in. And then you have your sister…”
“Anira won’t attack,” Sugatt said. “It’s us. She won’t hurt us.”
“But if we hurt her companion…” Renel looked doubtful.
“She won’t hurt us,” Sugatt repeated. “I know my sister. She’s too kind-hearted, just like my old man. That’s why I need to be the one to go up to her. I can make her incapable of battle.”
“You’re going to hurt your own sister?”
He knew what it sounded like, and he found himself taking a deep breath. “Only because it’s for her own sake,” he said. “She’ll think I’ll have the same qualms about fighting her as she will about fighting me. I know she’ll try to reason with me. When she’s doing that, I have to find just the right injury that will knock her out of the fights for the rest of this damned competition. She did the same thing to me back in Oren-yaro, didn’t she?” He held up his arm, where the scars from Anira’s slashes had been joined by new ones from the last few weeks.
Renel swallowed and fell silent. If he had a witty retort to that, he wisely kept it to himself.
The crowds were chanting. Sugatt sucked in his breath before striking the shield with the hilt of his sword. “Let’s do this. Renel, keep that Ilus away from the other two. Tande—kill Luc. Pretend you’re about to parley, then go for his throat.”
“We are swords first, servants first,” Tande said, saluting.
Sugatt wasn’t sure he liked how far they’d twisted the Oren-yaro code, but it seemed to work with whoever was left of his uncle’s men even out there. He got up and led the pack, striding through the giant doors of the arena with ease. His thoughts faded as the crowd cheered.
Once all was said and done, the feeling from hearing the thunderous roars made the hair on his arms stand on end. It made him feel—invincible wasn’t quite the word, but capable, at least. Someone who people trusted would know how to fight and could take blows when necessary. There was something intoxicating about that, a rush that made him feel alive. He understood why people returned to this, even when they no longer had to. For some of them, the momentary promise of glory was all they had. Even when he knew what lay beyond was a lie, he couldn’t help himself. Death felt like an idea, an illusion meant to frighten you into doing anything significant with your life. This…this
was real.
He glanced at the sunlight, wiping the sweat off his brow with his sword arm before he settled on his sister’s figure in the distance. He steeled himself. When Lord Marcius’s voice finally announced the start of the battle, he whispered his apologies into the wind, and charged.
Anira turned to him without a flicker of surprise and met his blow with a downward strike. Their swords met. Her eyes flashed, and he realized he’d made the first fatal error in his time here. He had underestimated his opponent.
She pushed back with strength he didn’t realize she had and swept him off his feet with a low kick. He stumbled to the ground. Before he could recover, she struck him in the neck with her elbow, and everything turned to black.




Chapter Six
Anira quickly removed whatever weapons she could find on her brother and tossed them as far from him as she could. Luc’s lessons had proven useful—Sugatt passed out without too much trouble. She knew they had little time. She rolled him to his side, so he wouldn’t choke on his own spit, and then came tearing down after Renel, who was sliding another arrow into his bow. He didn’t even notice her come up from behind him.
She struck him in the calf with a dagger.
He turned to strike her with the bow. The pointed bottom of it jabbed her in the shoulder, but she simply grabbed it and used it to pull him towards her. He staggered forward and as soon as he got close, she struck him on the jaw with the hilt of her dagger several times before finally pushing him away. Blood coursed through her tendons, but the sensation was nothing new to her now.
He stumbled and drew his sword as he regained his footing. He held it across his body, the hesitation clear on his features. He didn’t want to attack her, either.
“Sugatt’s down for the count,” she said. “Are you going to be as stubborn as he is?”
“His plan is sound,” Renel replied.
“You haven’t even heard mine yet. What is this obsession about what Sugatt wants? Is he the boss of you, Renel?”
“He’s my commanding officer…” Renel began.
“He was,” Anira corrected. “Remember, you were all stripped of your ranks, no thanks to him. And it shouldn’t matter that he’s a royal. Don’t be as blind as every other Jinsein out there. You owe him nothing!”
Renel flexed his fingers around his sword. In the distance, they heard a roar—Ilus and Luc were both attacking the last remaining member of Sugatt’s party.
“You’ve lost, either way,” Anira said, pointing to the others. “The least you can do is listen to my plan.”
“Tell me,” Renel said under his breath.
“This is arena holds more secrets than the surface suggests. You know about the portals. You know the mage has been setting up traps, and we don’t always fight the battles in these sands. Do you know there are tunnels underneath?”
Renel nodded. “They have to throw the bodies somewhere, and I never see them leave through the main doors.”
“They’re right beneath us. They open up from the inside, so I don’t know how we can get to them the way everyone else does. The important thing is that they’re there. Tunnels…can only hold up so much weight. But if you break the pillars from underneath…from the prison-tunnels…”
“What are you saying? Are you saying we have to lose on purpose?”
“Some of us,” Anira said. “You, for example. If you forfeit the battle—”
“They might kill me!”
“You’ll lose your privileges to the winners’ lounge and get sent back to the prison-tunnels,” Anira said. “The security isn’t as tight down there as elsewhere. Luc’s been there. You can gather with the rest of our companions down there and work on taking down the pillars holding the tunnels underneath this arena. We can all take turns losing, just enough so we can still keep our heads without all of us being forced to starve to death in the prison-tunnels.”
“That’s madness!” Renel exclaimed.
“It’s a plan.”
“So many ifs to even get it to work, Anira!”
“I don’t see another way. Do you?”
“Sugatt’s way—”
“Is just as mad. We could be home in less than a week, Renel. Think about it.”
His eyes watered. She could tell he didn’t really want to be here.
“That would be nice,” he whispered. He glanced at his companion at the far end of the sands. “I might even get Tande to agree.”
“Then—”
Luc screamed.
Anira turned in time to see Ilus stabbing Tande right in the gut with his sword. The crowd, up above, exploded in cheers. Ilus lifted his left hand, making a fist and holding up high in the air before he kicked Tande’s body away from the blade. It writhed for a few seconds before falling into a motionless heap.
“No!” Luc called. “That wasn’t in the plan, Ilus!”
“Fuck your plans!” Ilus said, spitting.
He turned around and walked towards Renel. Anira rushed to block Renel with her own body.
“What’s this?” Lord Marcius cried from the podium. “Have alliances shifted mid-battle? We were wondering what Lord Nhak and Lady Asandre were thinking when they agreed to this match! Will Anira really turn against a teammate to protect her countryman? He looked ready to kill her a moment ago!”
“Back off,” Anira seethed, trying to ignore Marcius’s revelry over the turn of events.
“How about no?” Ilus asked.
“You’re going against orders, Ilus!” Luc called from behind. “You know I can’t just stand and let you jeopardize the team!”
“Well, in that case, I quit!” Ilus snarled. “I will not risk my life because you decided to literally fuck around. I’ve been wanting to quit for years!” He flexed his arms. “That feels good to say. How about you, bitch? Are you going to listen to sense, or are you going to die here for him?”
She pushed Renel aside and started running towards Ilus. He braced himself for the attack, striking from the side with his sword. Her sword met his at an awkward angle; the strength of his blow sent tremors to the bones of her feet. She turned on her heel and lunged.
The tip of her sword went into his belly. But just the tip. Before she could sink it in further, he grabbed the blade with his gloved hand and she watched in horror as he simply pulled it back out. Ignoring the blood gushing down his belly, he lifted his sword and struck her.
She staggered back with a gash from her shoulder down to her left breast. She didn’t know how bad the injury was—her head was spinning from the pain and blood loss. She fell sideways, just as Renel rushed forward at the same moment as Luc. Luc swung high; Renel’s sword went low, straight across Ilus’s thigh.
Somehow, Ilus parried both, one after the other. He ignored Renel and went straight for Luc.
Anira rolled over to the side, forcing her eyes to focus despite the blood turning the sand red underneath her body. She forced herself to stand, forced herself to ignore the pain. Her wound was a single slash—she could see blood, but not the muscle underneath. She took that as a good sign and returned to the battle just as Ilus’s sword slammed into Luc’s shield so hard the wood shattered.
He roared, pushing Luc back before renewing his assault on him. Luc dropped the remains of his shield and hefted his sword with both hands. He parried the next blow, but his smaller stature was suddenly apparent as Ilus bore down on him. Ilus finally wrenched the sword loose from Luc’s grasp. His arms came up to block his neck from the next strike, leaving behind a long slash across both.
The crowd roared their approval. The smell of blood had them craving for more.
Anira reached them in the next breath. She lunged. Ilus lifted his blade, and she met the attack from below, their swords clashing once again. He kicked her almost immediately, sending her backwards before he tried to jump on her, his sword threatening to cleave in her in half from above.
She rolled to the side as he spun on his foot, his muscles straining with the effort. He charged her with no reservations, with the litheness of a beast that had the agility, the desire, and the means to tear her apart. She backed into the cliff wall, desperately trying to avoid his blows while her whole torso was coated with blood. Ilus didn’t even look like he’d broken into a sweat. This was all in a day’s work for him. She knew that if he weren’t trying to put on a show for the crowd, she’d be dead by now.
She avoided another sword strike, which went straight into the dirt of the cliff behind her. The sound of metal on stone filled the air. For a moment, it looked like he was going to have trouble pulling it out; she charged him, aiming right for his belly.
He grabbed her arm and twisted it before she could get close. She tried to hold on, but eventually the sword slid out of her grasp. It clattered on the ground. He let go of his, bent down to pick up her sword, grabbed her entire body with his other arm, and made her face the crowd. He pressed the naked blade close to her throat, so he could slice her neck for all to see. She could barely hear her heart pounding for how loud the crowd was roaring.
She slammed her head backward so violently that the top of her skull struck his chin with a force hard enough to break bone.
He crumpled to the ground, unconscious.
She didn’t even give him a second glance. Her head pounding, she picked up her sword and limped all the way back to the middle of the arena. Renel, staring at her with an expression bordering to awe, fell to his knees to yield.
They threw both Sugatt and Renel into the prison-tunnels as punishment for the lost battle. Anira guessed they did the same thing to Ilus, because they didn’t see them bring his body into the infirmary, where their wounds were all treated promptly.
“I feel like we should have killed him,” Luc said under his breath, when they were left alone. “I hate thinking like that. I know he would probably disagree, but he was a friend.”
Anira wiped her face with her arm and closed her eyes. “He’s going to cause trouble.”
“Not as much as Sugatt, though,” Luc coughed. “I suspect he won’t be happy when he wakes up in the prison-tunnels.”
“Oh, he’ll be furious.”
“He’s convinced he knows what’s best for you.”
“Don’t start with he knows best because he’s your elder. I’ve gotten enough of that from my parents.”
Luc made a noncommittal sound.
She stared at the ceiling now, groggy from the herbs they had given her for the pain. “He…still blames himself, I suppose.”
“For?”
“When we were children,” Anira said. “He got into a fight with some boys from the farms and ran into the woods to hide. I found him and convinced him to face them again. I was one of those girls who believed if you tried hard enough, you’d overcome…everything. I hated seeing him that way. Doubt himself. Hate himself. I still do, really.”
She turned her head so she can stare into Luc’s eyes while she continued. “I convinced him he just had to go back to those children and show them. And conveniently enough, they’d been looking for us all night and were waiting for us right at the edge of the village. He charged them, all at once. Got the first boy down, bloodied his face, and then…” She swallowed. “They turned on me.”
Luc got up. “Shit,” he whispered.
“You know the difference between a person hurting you because he wanted to hurt you, and a person hurting you to hurt someone else? They need to pull their punches for the first, just to make sure you’re paying attention. They have no need for the second. It became clear how much they hated our family and Sugatt with every blow they dealt me. I later learned it was a miracle they didn’t outright kill me—I believe they were trying to. I woke up in bed two months later. There were candles all across the windowsills, like they were in mourning already. They said Sugatt himself lit them.”
“Ah,” Luc said. “That explains a lot. You don’t get over something like that overnight.”
“The funny part is, I blame myself, too,” Anira said. “I caused that needless upheaval in our lives for absolutely nothing. I should have begged him to apologize. He would have, too.”
“You tried that this time, with the army. That’s why you’re here.”
Anira placed a hand over her eyes.
“You can’t keep blaming yourself for other people’s mistakes,” Luc continued. “Neither can you live your life over what your brother or the rest of your family will feel over your decisions. They’re your decisions. Sometimes you make the wrong call. We all do. It’s all right. We’re all just trying to make the best out of a shitty situation, and you know, the one we’ve found ourselves in…wins the shit contest, really.”
She laughed. “How much do you really understand about Jinseins?”
“Enough to say there’s a line between doing what you have to for your family and forgetting you’re your own person.” Luc walked over to her bed, pulling himself into the chair next to her. He placed her hand in his and leaned over, so close that their foreheads touched. “And you are…unexpectedly quite a wonderful person, so please…stop it. Don’t blame yourself anymore. You did everything a person in your situation could have done. More, if I’ll be honest. Hold on to that.”
Anira realized he was afraid. Afraid for her, among other things. The sensation filled her with warmth.
“No matter what happens,” she said, “I’m glad we met. Thank you, Luc.”
They kissed softly as the morning light rose higher in the sky.




Chapter Seven
Sugatt awakened to the darkness and the distinct feeling that he had been betrayed. It was ironic coming from the man who had been planning to do the same thing to his sister. Worse, actually, because it never occurred to him that there might be ways to disable her without maiming her, too. It filled him with shame. Even when they were trying to outsmart each other, she was better than him.
“You need water, Sugatt?” he heard Renel ask.
“Fuck off,” Sugatt said.
“I was just trying to be polite. I don’t actually know where to get water here.”
He forced his head up from the dirt. He could hear water dripping around them, as it happened. “Go lick the walls.”
Renel slumped down beside him. “I know you’re angry, but to be fair, you did go down first.”
“Don’t have to remind me.”
“She brought you down really fucking fast and then she defeated Ilus. It was amazing. I thought she was a goner for sure, but she knocked him out, too. She didn’t even have to use her sword.”
“I said—”
“I thought you wanted to know the details.”
Sugatt took a deep breath. He was starting to feel his head again. “Tande?” he asked.
“Ilus got him.”
“Why was Anira fighting him? I thought he was on their side.”
Renel grimaced. “He didn’t seem to agree with whatever Anira and Luc agreed with before the fight. Anira wanted to talk us into surrendering. She said she had a plan to get us out of here, without having us finish the rest of the fight, and to be honest, Sugatt, it sounds pretty good. Hey—”
Sugatt had gotten up and limped down the tunnel.
“Hey, Sugatt,” Renel repeated behind him. “You haven’t even heard the rest of this plan!”
“Need I remind you again what happens every time my sister gets her way? What she says sounds good in theory, but I won’t be suckered into it again. I just can’t. Chances are just as good she’ll make things worse for everyone here, especially her!”
“They’re going to collapse the tunnels,” Renel said. “Those of us down here will work on breaking the pillars, while the next one of them who gets pitted against a monster in the arena will simply use that to their advantage to collapse it from above. In the ensuing chaos, we’re to escape. I know you have reasons to be doubtful, but it sounds better than what we’ve been doing so far. How long is our luck supposed to hold in these battles, Sugatt? Poor Tande never even got a chance.”
Sugatt continued walking.
Renel reached out to grab his shoulder.
“Sugatt, please,” he said. “I don’t want to die.”
“None of us do,” Sugatt replied. “Which is why you don’t hasten it by doing dumb shit.”
They found themselves in a wider cavern, teeming with stalactites and stalagmites. Light from a few torches illuminated the hollow space, casting a soft orange glow against the walls. A small bridge was perched over two cliffs, joining the rock platform they were standing on with another on the far end. Sugatt could see more people—more prisoners, from the looks of it—just sitting listlessly on the ground. Some had blankets to cushion them from the dampness. Others had nothing.
“They just shove people in here,” Sugatt said under his breath.
“Winning streak after winning streak has blinded us to what’s really going on,” Renel observed.
Sugatt turned to him critically.
“I mean nothing by it,” Renel quickly said. “But you have to admit it. We’re here because of Anira now, but it was inevitable.”
“Or we could have won.”
“Straight through, Sugatt? The fights have been getting harder. We’re in Tier Two now, and they said it only gets worse from here. Everyone will start having the same tricks. Hell, it’s already happened! Your sister—”
Sugatt ignored him and strode down the bridge. The other prisoners looked at them as they appeared.
“Hey!” one called. “You got any food, man? I’m dying here. Linty crumbs, a piece of cracker…”
“Don’t they feed you?” Sugatt asked.
The man shook his head. “Only what we can smuggle into our pockets. They believe hunger is the best motivator.” He smiled at first, a small crack that eventually worked its way into insane laughter.
Sugatt backed away and the man reached out to grab his boot.
“It’s bullshit!” he croaked. “We can’t all win, and what are the chances of that when we’re not even eating right?”
Sugatt stared at the other prisoners. They were in various states of decay already, as if they couldn’t wait for the grave to begin its work. Some were so thin, you could count their ribs through their skin. Others had hair coming down to their shoulders, with gaunt, knobby fingers and fingernails indistinguishable from the dirt on the ground. Most had black teeth. The scent of their breath had the tinge of a garbage heap left to rot under the midday sun. It was all Sugatt could do not to vomit where he stood.
“I don’t understand,” Renel spoke up. “No offence, but why aren’t you all dead?”
“They only push people who can fight back into the pits,” the prisoner said. “You have to give the audience a show, you know, and you’re not going to get that with half-dead like us. See, if you lose enough times and you find yourself unable to recover, you’ll be stuck down here until you die or they take you away to be used as fodder for their wild beasts or whatever heinous game they have planned for the day.”
“And the rest of you?”
The prisoner glanced at his companions before setting his watery gaze on Sugatt. “We live off the dead.”
Sugatt took another step back.
The man started giggling. “Don’t worry!” he said. “Oh, you have absolutely nothing to be concerned about! We don’t have the strength to kill anyone who can fight back. Look at me. I can hardly stand. We just eat the corpses. No one ever has to feel a thing.”
“We have to get out of here,” Sugatt grumbled.
“If you’re strong enough to fight, you’ll be out there soon enough,” the man laughed. “But then you’ll be back here again, and again, and…”
“Not if I win the damn thing!” Sugatt snapped. “I’m not like you people.”
The man laughed even harder. “Look!” he wheezed. “Look, everyone! This asshole here thinks he can win!”
Some of the other prisoners mumbled amongst themselves and looked away. The rest laughed with the man.
Sugatt felt a flare of impatience. “You’re just saying that because you’ve already lost. You should have tried harder!”
The man lashed out, grabbing him by the wrist. Sugatt stumbled back. The man’s fingers felt like a corpse’s already—so cold and stiff, he wouldn’t have been able to tell it apart from the cave walls.
“You look at me and you just see a dying old man,” he gasped. “An eater of the dead, a fucking ghost, but I’ll tell you, boy. I was once like you. Four, five years ago? I’ve lost track of time here. But I was out there too, listening to the crowd cheer like they loved me. My first crusades, I didn’t lose a single battle all the way to Tier Three. Can you top that?”
Sugatt sneered. “But you lost, eventually.”
“I made it to the final rounds,” the man said. “The stakes are higher here. They don’t even make it a secret. We all knew what was going to happen, and I didn’t want to take a chance, so I fought like hell. I made it all the way to the last match. By then, all my friends were dead; some I killed myself, just to get ahead. That’s the way it works around here, after all. They make you turn on each other.” He laughed. “There were no other contestants left. I was sure I’d won and whatever I was going to face was a formality, a way to prove my dominance to the city. What do you think I faced up there?”
“Another champion?” Renel ventured.
The man laughed. “Wrong!”
“A friend?”
“I told you! They were all dead!”
“Then—”
“My son,” the man said, bending over and laughing again, so hard it looked like his sides were going to split open from the effort. “My son, oh my son. My three-year-old. Kill him, they asked me to kill him to prove I was without a doubt the champion of that year’s crusades, and…so…”
Sugatt could still feel the man’s icy fingers on him. “You killed him.”
Tears rolled down the man’s face. “I wasn’t that heartless. I forfeited the match. And so they threw me down here.” He dropped to his knees and shook back and forth. “The worst part of it all is that I don’t know what they did to him after. Did they return him to his mother? Did they kill him anyway? Has he lived all these years knowing what his father sacrificed, or is it for nothing and he lies in a shallow grave on those sands? Not knowing is the worst part. The only sure thing is that there is no winning these battles. They’re not designed to be won. They’re designed to make us suffer!”
He wept, a series of sobs that made the other prisoners look away in discomfort. Sugatt couldn’t even listen to the rest of it. He took the path down, his hands on his sides. Renel caught up to him a few moments later.
“You hear all that?” he asked.
“I don’t have a son. They can’t do the same thing.”
“But your parents…your sister…”
“My parents are safe in Oren-yaro,” he said. “And my sister can fight for herself. If it comes down to me and her, then I’ll give up my life without question. Why else am I fighting so hard, Renel? I’m doing this for us. I’m doing this for someone I care for. I’m her brother. She’s my responsibility.”
“A part of me thinks you’re just saying all of that to make yourself feel better,” Renel said under his breath. “If it’s truly just for Anira, I’m not convinced. Because you can just as easily help her, you know. You can just as easily swallow your pride and give her ideas a chance. Even after everything you’ve heard, you still don’t want to listen!”
“So what the hell do you really think?”
Renel hesitated.
“I think you want the glory,” he mumbled. “I think you want the sound of those people chanting your name. You want to be proclaimed the champion. You want to win. You want to be the only one left standing when the dust settles and be told you got there by your own prowess and not because others had to sacrifice themselves to pave the way.”
Sugatt turned around and struck him with a fist.
Renel bowled over on the ground.
“Be angry all you want, Sugatt,” he hissed, blood spurting through his teeth. “But it won’t change the truth. Gods, Anira was right after all. You’re beyond help!”
He walked away before Sugatt could punch him again.
Sugatt walked the length of the prison-tunnels until he became tired, and then he decided to conserve what was left of his strength and took a nap. It didn’t last long. He woke up after less than an hour and stared at the rock formations on the ceiling so long, his eyes watered. Only then did he hear something hammering the walls—a rhythmic pounding that could only have been made by someone on purpose.
He started walking again and encountered Luc’s crew not far from there. The natural caverns, he found, just formed part of the network of prison tunnels. They went on in a circle and offered no way out. The manmade tunnels ran through them, and he was staring at the entrance to one right now.
The idiots were breaking the pillars with hammers.
He watched them work steadily, sweat pouring off their faces as they traded blows. He counted five, in total—two women, one who was very young. The one who killed his uncle. She looked weak, with her butchered arm still wrapped in bandages, but not low in spirits. They really were convinced this was going to work.
Her face fell when she saw him. “It’s Sugatt!” she exclaimed.
The others stopped. One strode forward, the one he’d fought with Luc back in his first match. He was surprised to see him still alive. He was almost sure his injuries had incapacitated him. Back then, he wasn’t fighting to kill, a thing he was now regretting. The army had it right—enemies shouldn’t be left to come back and bite you in the ass.
“My name is Bren,” the man said. “If you’re down here, then you must have spoken to Luc and Anira already. I’m willing to forgive you if you’re here to help.” He extended his hand, as if to shake it.
Sugatt struck it away.
Bren’s face tightened. “Right,” he said. “I forgot you were an asshole.”
“I should have killed you when I had the chance,” Sugatt said. “And the rest of you…” He glanced at them. “The only thing you’re doing is hastening your deaths!”
“Good!” the young woman, Kassho’s killer, piped up. “I was getting bored down here. The bastards doomed me as a non-contestant from the beginning. I’d be already dead if my friends didn’t smuggle food down.”
“You can’t stop us, anyway,” Bren said, turning to the side. “This is going to happen and if you stand in our way, then—”
Sugatt rushed him from the side. He kneed him, knocking the wind out of his lungs. The man’s injuries would have recovered by now, but Sugatt didn’t care. He could always give him new ones. He wrapped his hands around the man’s neck and pushed him down.
Bren struck him from the side. The fist that smashed into his cheek felt like a rock—gods, he was strong, but Sugatt was blinded by rage. He found a rock and smashed it right into Bren’s skull.
Bren staggered forward and fell to his knees a few feet away.
The others charged. Sugatt went for one of the hammers, holding it across his body like a sword. The moment another reached him, he swung as hard as he could and caught him straight into the face. There was the sickening crunch as the man’s face caved inward. He struck the wall, and Sugatt drove the hammer into his skull until his brains sprayed around them in chunks.
The assault lasted less than a minute.
From the distance, Bren groaned again.
“We have to get him help,” Kassho’s killer finally said. “Forget the asshole.”
Sugatt’s hand tightened around the hammer. Blood and brains were dripping down his forearm.
“Maybe we’re all going to die here,” he said at last. “But I won’t be the coward who runs.” Not anymore. He spat on the dead man before turning around and leaving them to grieve.




Chapter Eight
Anira woke to the sound of frantic knocking on the door. For a moment, she ignored it, hoping it would go away. The last few days had been a blur of battle after battle and she welcomed every minute of rest granted to her. Even though she knew the comfort was an illusion, she wanted nothing else for the next little while.
Luc woke up, too. “What’s that now?” he mumbled. “Someone shat in the mess hall again?”
“Again?”
“Didn’t you hear the rumours?”
“No.”
“Oh. Right. I didn’t tell you because that was the day you said the stew was unusually good and I didn’t want to ruin it for you.”
She pushed him down against the pillows. “You bastard!” she said, with a mock scowl.
“I don’t know why telling the truth warrants such abuse—”
Anira cupped his face in her hands and began kissing him. He wrapped his arms around her, his hand grazing down the small of her back as he drew her towards him.
The knocking grew stronger.
“Gods,” she said, dropping her head down to the pillow. “Fine, just answer it. Tell them to go away.”
“I’ll tell them what they were interrupting in great detail and they just might,” he said, putting on his pants. “A moment!”
He strode towards the door and unlocked it.
Hana’s unamused face greeted him on the other side. She took one good look at him, still shirtless and barefoot, and then at Anira naked under the sheets. “Really?” she asked. “Now? You two—”
“You can go if you don’t like what you see,” Luc said.
“Believe me, I want nothing more than to burn this image out of my eyes with a red-hot poker.” Hana forced her gaze towards Anira. “If you both can keep your hands off each other long enough to get dressed, there’s something you need to know. Your brother’s caused trouble.”
Anira blinked. “But he’s in the prison-tunnels.”
“And he must have decided, somehow, that the chaos we’re dealing with up here isn’t enough. I don’t know the details, but there're riots down there now. They said some of the older prisoners have turned to attacking the newer ones. Hunting them to eat.”
Anira’s skin crawled. “Sugatt couldn’t have—”
“He already did,” Hana said. “Apparently, he killed Hamis in cold blood. He beat his brains with a hammer. And Bren—Bren’s wounded in the infirmary. They said he attacked them without provocation. Afterwards, he rounded up the other prisoners and turned them against our companions.”
Anira’s ears rang. She stopped herself from saying he couldn’t have again. The man her brother had turned into the last few months could. Sugatt lived for this chaos now.
“Is he still down there?”
“No. They picked him up an hour ago. The ka-eng seem to find this all very amusing and are convinced he still has the piss and vinegar for a few more fights. But the riots are still going on and our people down there are in danger. Our plans—well, I don’t have to explain to you how none of them are going to work if we can’t collapse those tunnels.”
“I have to go down there,” Luc said.
Hana shook her head. “They won’t let you.”
“We have to find another way, then.”
Anira began putting on her clothes just as Luc returned for a shirt. She had barely finished sliding into her trousers when they heard someone cough.
“You’re scheduled for a battle in an hour, Lady Anora,” the servant said.
“Fuck that,” Anira replied. “And it’s Lady Anira. Gods, we’ve been through this.” She gazed at the man who had been assigned to her, seemingly, since she’d first arrived three months ago. “Can’t you stop the damn battles long enough to fix things around here? Your contestants are rioting!”
“Our prisoners are rioting,” the attendant said calmly. “Those too short-sighted to understand they’re merely prolonging the inevitable. Once they’ve exhausted themselves, we’re going to go down there and clean up. If it’s your brother you’re worried about, then you have nothing to worry about.” He bowed. “You’ve been assigned to a match against him once more in a three-way battle. You, and Luc son of Jak, and…” The attendant glanced down at the paper in his hands. “Pan Langor.”
Pan. She hadn’t seen from her since that first day, though she heard she was advancing through the ranks about as effortlessly as the rest of them did. The attendant, clearly pleased with her lack of response, bowed again. “An hour,” he repeated, before he left her to absorb the news.
“That Pan…that’s the same woman you mentioned?” Luc asked. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
“That woman is here to win. I don’t know what they’ve got planned for us, but it can’t be good.”
“You both go on ahead. I’ll see what I can do about the riots,” Hana said. She placed a hand on Anira’s shoulder. “And please do me a favour. Don’t pull your punches. Wipe that floor with your stupid son-of-a-bitch brother’s face. He’s too far gone.”
Anira said nothing, but deep inside, she agreed. Even the words your brother was losing meaning. Their parents, their sisters, their life back in the farm…no matter what happened in the upcoming battle, it was already over. There was no going back home.
As Anira waited for the battle to begin, Luc got up to place a hand on her cheek.
“This obviously won’t be as simple as it sounds like,” Luc said. “They won’t throw you into a battle with your brother a second time without something up their sleeve, and we don’t have the luxury of fighting with others this time.”
“Someone has to die, you mean,” Anira said.
“The only inevitability is death.” Luc’s face twitched. “And I wanted you to know that in all of this, you’ve been a most…unexpected…gift. Gods, this is hard. I think what I’m saying is—”
“Don’t say goodbye.”
“But if—”
“Don’t.” She removed his hand and got up to strap on her sword. “I want us to get through. Maybe if I believe we can, the gods will be kind. If the price to pay is not getting the chance to say goodbye, so be it.”
The doors opened. They were the first in the arena, and against the dull, cloudy light of the day, the crowds were already chanting. Something had changed in their timbre. She forced her eyes on the hateful Lord Marcius, who relished the cheers as if it was for his own prowess out on the Killing Corral. He was clad in a sombre black shirt and trousers, like someone on his way to a funeral. But he walked with a grace that told Anira he thought he looked good in all that dark clothing. Perhaps he fancied himself an angel of death, come to bring justice to mortals. The arrogance of it filled her veins with fire.
“This battle,” Marcius began, “marks the beginning of Tier Three for these fighters.”
The crowd clamoured. Anira caught notes of outrage. Most of them were still in the middle of Tier Two fights, neither of which Sugatt had won. The one he’d lost was his first and he’d been in the prison-tunnels the whole time. Lord Marcius nodded in silence for a few moments before holding up his hand.
“I understand your concerns,” he said. “I really do. But do you all not agree that Sugatt aron dar Orenar deserves to be in this class, anyway?”
He clapped once. Nobody contradicted him.
“Lord Sugatt has rid us of the vermin clogging our prisons,” Marcius continued. “Let’s give him this. The opportunity to see him battle his sister once more is one you’ve all requested, and I daresay it’s worth granting him this honour for the chance to see them trade blows once again. We’ve all seen these fighters’ struggles—we’ve all watched as they climbed their way from nobodies to names we all recognize. It is a marvelous honour to get this far. Getting to the championship round of the Feastday Crusades is no mean feat.” He turned his gaze down to the canyon floor, as if to stare at Anira.
She flexed her fingers around the hilt of her sword.
Lord Marcius continued talking, but now the next contestant was walking through the open doors. Pan appeared, to more frantic cries, followed by a sombre companion—a young man with curly golden hair who flexed his muscles to the crowd as soon as he stopped walking. But the crowd’s attention seemed to be focused solely on Pan. She was clearly a favourite. She noticed Anira standing a few feet away. A flicker of surprise sparked in her eyes—one that disappeared just as quickly as it arrived.
“I didn’t think you’d make it this far,” Pan said. “Imagine that.”
“I thought someone as dedicated to these games as you would have thought to check the contestants.”
Pan crossed her arms. “I don’t see the need to concern myself with game politics. My battles are fought in the corral. It is unfortunate you will die by my hands, though. I liked you.”
“Not enough to give up, I’m guessing.”
Pan laughed until she couldn’t breathe.
Anira turned to the doors again. Lord Marcius had just announced the last set of contestants. Sugatt and a man called Irigo, one of Sugatt’s soldiers that had been dragged into Sandigan with them. She steeled herself.
The crowd fell silent.
Sugatt walked through the doors alone. He held something in his right hand. As he drew closer, she realized it was a bloody head.
The crowd gasped as he flung it into the middle of the arena. It rolled along the sand before stopping in front of a boulder. Against the haze of the sun, the features became apparent. Anira found herself staring into the wide-open eyes of Irigo. His expression was still in a state of shock.
“He wanted to run,” Sugatt explained, his eyes on Anira. “I can’t afford a liability.”
She swallowed, tasting bile in her mouth. “He was here because of you,” Anira said.
“No,” Sugatt replied. “Because of you. And there're others who will yet die if you don’t stop thinking only about yourself!”
“Well,” Lord Marcius broke in, his voice bubbling with laughter that had yet to burst. “What a way to build an entrance! Lord Sugatt of the Oren-yaro, everyone!”
The crowd started screaming again, more raucous than before. It was a signal, as good as any. Sugatt charged Pan’s companion, who was the closest to him. The man easily towered over him, with a longer reach and an ox-like frame. Sugatt seemed unfazed. He jumped in, a jackal attempting to hamstring a lion—a quick slash and then a break for an exit. Alone, his tactic bordered on dangerous. All a fighter had to do was trip him and then it was over.
She didn’t have time to observe much more than that. Pan charged her.
Anira swung her sword to the side, deflecting the blow just long enough for her to skim to the side, letting Pan’s strength do most of the work. In the same instant, Luc whistled and went for her right arm. She was pinned between them, which didn’t bring Anira any comfort. She hefted her enormous sword with skill, a whirlwind of death.
But then, so were Anira and Luc.
They attacked like they were dancing. She didn’t know Pan’s movements half as well as she knew Luc’s, and so she put all her focus on that. When he was striking, she was recovering. When he was defending, she used it as an opportunity to score Pan’s flesh. She saw how effective it all was when Pan’s arrogant expression turned to doubt. She knocked Luc’s sword out of his hands, but instead of going for the kill—exposing herself to Anira in the process—she withdrew closer to the cliff, to cover her flank with the rock face.
Luc dashed forward to grab the sword, his hand bleeding. He fixed his stance. They were both in front of Pan now, like two tines on a fork.
Pan smiled. She didn’t say anything, but Anira felt her gut turn. Had she seen a weakness in their movements? Predicted the pattern? They had trained together for fun, not knowing Lord Nhak would even do the trade with Lady Asandre at all, but now she was wondering if they should have been more deliberate. Always, those what ifs. It didn’t even matter. All it took was one mistake. They had struck Pan enough times to make her bleed from head to toe, but none of the wounds were life-threatening. But if either of them were caught in the middle of her sword as it cleaved the air, then…
“Luc,” Anira called. “Switch it up!”
He didn’t react, but she could tell by the twitch in his eyes he was confused. So was Pan. That was the important part. Anira needed her to hesitate, long enough to score a lucky strike.
Behind, they heard a roar.
Sugatt stabbed his enemy from the back, his blade going straight into the fleshy part left of the man’s loin. And then he screamed and ripped it upward while he pushed him to the ground with his knee, all the way up even as the man’s body toppled forward until the sword sawed its way through his ribcage and out of his shoulder. He grabbed the left arm, flinging it into the air before he made one last swing to decapitate the man’s writhing body.
They began to beat drums as he stalked his way towards where Anira and Luc had Pan up against the cliff. Anira thought he was going to assist them. It was the only thing that made sense. She was still holding on to the hope that somewhere inside that angry, bloody warrior was the brother who would gobble down her overcooked soup noodles or carry her on his back if she skinned a knee. Her mouth opened to call him. Brother—the word, the honorific, the affectation—stayed on her tongue. His eyes never even glanced in her direction.
He went straight for Luc.




Chapter Nine
Luc met Sugatt’s assault like a man glancing at the last few dredges of tea in his cup. He’d expected it. His opponent had the look of a hunter who had once been deprived of his prey and was going to do his absolute best to rectify it. He would have run, but he was winded from the battle with Pan and he knew he wouldn’t get far. Acceptance was the easiest to fall into.
He met the first blow, knowing a second from the opposite side was imminent—quick, circular motions meant to decapitate slowly with each strike. He had seen him fight often enough to know the technique his army must have taught him—a brutal, no-holds barred method that looked for openings instead of using strength to overpower. He used a shorter sword for speed, leaving him room to build momentum. Luc was an average fighter at best, a fact that he had seen with his own eyes. To make things worse, he knew he wouldn’t kill Sugatt. Not just couldn’t—he wouldn’t. He would not be the one to cause Anira pain if he could help it.
Sugatt didn’t have the same qualms. He wanted him dead.
While Luc wrestled with his impending demise, Sugatt jumped. He struck Sugatt’s sword away from his torso, only to feel it sink into his thigh.
“Let’s talk,” Luc gasped, as he avoided it from chewing deeper into his flesh and narrowly preventing Sugatt from striking it clean off his body.
“We have nothing to talk about!”
He heard a roar. Pan was heading for Anira.
“Have you seen that other woman fight? She can’t fend her off alone!”
“I’ll kill you, then I’ll help her,” Sugatt said. “She can handle herself until then.”
“You can’t really believe that! If you truly care about your sister, you’ll pull your head out of your ass. Our plan will work, Sugatt—we just need your help!”
It was like he’d lost the power to hear anything he didn’t like. Sugatt flicked the blood off his sword and came charging once more, swinging it above his head before striking down.
The ground started shaking.
Luc stumbled and fell backwards. Sugatt didn’t seem to notice it and lunged for the kill, anyway. Luc screamed and rolled to the side. Sugatt’s blade struck the ground. He swung out to keep his balance and leaped to his left.
A portal appeared between them.
Luc started running to keep a healthy distance between himself and the growing hole in the air before he could even articulate what was happening. Sugatt seemed to have the same idea. Behind, he heard Anira scream. Pan had knocked her off her feet and was straddling her, sword in the air. She lifted it to stab Anira into the ground.
Luc doubled back to reach them before she could sink it in.
Tendrils appeared from the portal behind the portal.
The scream died in Luc’s throat as he watched the green, scaly limbs burst into thin air and grab Pan. She felt the resistance as soon as she tried to bring the sword down, but she couldn’t see it; her face twisted into a mask of confusion. She tried to push down again, harder, and…
The tendrils tightened around her, snapping her spine.
She must’ve still been alive in those last moments. Luc watched as the sword tumbled from her grasp and her body contorted, her limbs twitching as the tendrils bent her backward, beyond anybody’s capability to bend. When her head reached her buttocks, it broke.
Blood from her guts sprayed across Anira’s face as they burst out of her stomach cavity and plopped to the ground one after the other. The tendrils finally dropped the remains, which skidded through the sand before coming to a stop. Pan’s face was still in that same, shocked expression. So sure had she been of victory that she didn’t even have time to process her defeat.
Luc reached Anira as she stumbled backward, helping her up. She wiped her face and without a word followed him away from the portal where a giant, tentacled creature was pulling itself out. It was the size of a house, all scaled and furred in places, a creature no one had stopped long enough to determine what it was supposed to look like. It must’ve been agan-wrought. He couldn’t imagine anything so hideous could be born in nature.
“What’s this?” Lord Marcius called from the podium. “Another contestant has entered the fray! Give it up for our new champion, claimed by none other than myself: Ilus, son of Borg!”
Luc snapped his head to the doors, waiting for them to open. But then Anira yanked him by his arm.
“Gods,” she breathed. “Luc—the creature—”
He forced his eyes back on it.
The creature screamed, and he realized it was coming from a head that looked remarkably like Ilus.
The bastards had turned him into a monster.
“How much work have they done below, you think?” Anira asked, amid his panic.
Luc swallowed as he forced his head to turn to her. “What do you mean?”
“They didn’t finish what they were doing below, but they’ve broken some pillars already. Do you think that thing is heavy enough to do the rest of the work?”
“That thing…that used to be Ilus.”
“It’s not anymore, Luc. Get that out of your head!”
He still couldn’t get over it. The face held no spark of the human it had been. But it was like looking at his corpse. As hateful as the man was, it was someone he broke bread with.
“Luc,” she continued, still so calm. “Where are the pillars? We had it mapped out.”
“It’s…near where the audience is.”
“We’ll have to lead him to it.”
“I don’t think he’s big enough.”
“We have to try!”
Luc glanced at his leg momentarily. He couldn’t run that fast.
Anira saw it, too. “I’ll do it,” she said.
“No. You can’t!”
“You have another job, anyway,” she said. “While I’m busy, you need to make your way to the prison-tunnels to help from underneath. If I lead it to the right spot while you try to bring down another one or two pillars, we may have a chance.” Sweat dripped down her brow.
“The riot,” Luc said. “I don’t think we’ll have enough time. It’ll be chaos down there!”
“We may not get this chance again. I’m going to lead him to the door and hope he breaks it. Once you see an opening, get to it!”
“And the guards…?”
“They don’t stand behind the doors,” Anira said. “I’ve checked before. They’re all up near that podium.”
He knew she was speaking the truth, and yet…
The monster walked towards them. Anira grabbed his hand, just the softest, fleeting touch, and then she was running. He had no choice now but to limp after her.
She made it just past the thing when it grabbed her leg with a tendril. She turned around, sword lashing out like a dragon’s tooth bearing down on its prey, and quickly severed it. The thing howled in pain, its remaining tentacles writhing in the air like vines that had been set aflame. Without missing a beat, she dodged the next tendril and then reached the doors. The creature ambled after her on six legs, all of which seemed to have been taken from a different beast.
She leaped right in front of the door. The creature crashed right into it, and she dodged to the left, fending off more tendrils as they came for her. Luc was right behind her and immediately jammed his sword into the small crack in the frame.
The creature turned around and swiped him with one of its claws. He narrowly avoided it; it struck the sword instead, embedding it deeper into the frame. The sword snapped in half while the entire door bent inward, shattering like a shield crushed under a stampede of horses. It now rested on the single bar which had been used to lock the doors from the staging area.
“Hey!” Anira called, from the other side. “Here, you son of a bitch!”
The beast roared and swung its head towards her, gazing down at her with Ilus’s dead eyes. Without its attention on Luc, he was able to make a running leap on the debris and squeeze himself through the gap between the door and the frame.
He landed on the other side, right in front of a startled guard.
Without a weapon on hand, the only thing he could do was swing his fist. It caught the guard on the jaw, sending him sprawling. Luc grabbed his sword and launched himself out into the hall, not a moment too soon. Other guards were making their way down from the spectator stands.
He turned to face them, wondering if he might fell one before his friend caught up. And then there wasn’t room to think about anything else. The first guard arrived, spear in hand. Luc grabbed it as the guard attempted to pin him into the wall. The spear crashed into one of the contestants’ rooms, straight into the door, and he slid down and stabbed the guard between the armpit, in the weak spot where his armour was.
The ka-eng stared back at him with a look of…relief.
He pulled the sword out and watched as the guard dropped to his knees. He could have fought, still. The injury wasn’t fatal. But he deliberately withheld himself from fighting back and Luc, who couldn’t take the chance, slit his throat before he could change his mind. He watched the ka-eng fall to the ground just as the other reached him.
This one didn’t have the same hesitation as the first. He charged with his sword with every intention of cutting Luc into pieces.
Luc met his blow with an aching arm. His veins were still burning, but he was getting the sense he couldn’t last for much longer like this. Battle after battle, after weeks of endless fighting—he couldn’t even remember what he was doing for anymore except that to stop would mean his death. To stop would mean Anira’s death. Sweat and blood mingled on his forehead as he deflected another blow, dodged another strike.
“Just let us go!” he finally screamed, striking the guard across the chest with a force that only seemed to ripple into his armour. “You have a whole compound of fighters who will willingly die for this! Let the rest of us go back to our lives! Why are you doing this to us? Your curse isn’t ours!”
The ka-eng just looked back at him, like he didn’t understand desperation, as if the concept of someone else experiencing the desire to just sit down and rest was beyond him. Why wouldn’t you want to fight? We’ve given you the chance to be champions, to be memorialized for all of time. Why wouldn’t you want to subject yourselves to humiliation for our entertainment? A flash in his expression told Luc he saw his desperate outrage as a sign of cowardice. If Luc wasn’t going to die in there, then he was going to die out here.
As they fought, Luc heard footsteps behind him. He braced himself for a second attack, but then…
Hana rushed past him, impaling the ka-eng into the wall with a deftly thrown spear.
“And that’s number six for Hana!” Treda called from further back.
“Thank you, thank you,” Hana said with a bow.
Luc bit back his annoyance that they were treating this like a game and watched as the ka-eng slowly bled to death. Unlike the other one, he didn’t look relieved. He looked angry, as if he still couldn’t understand why Luc desired freedom so much, he would kill for it. This was someone whose mind had been so twisted by the past few centuries that he couldn’t see Luc and his ilk as anything but unwilling agents for whatever purpose his kind deemed. Why couldn’t Luc just lie down and take it? He held on to that anger until the spark of life left.
“Luc,” Hana said, growing serious. She grabbed his arm. “Are you all right?”
“Dizzy…blood loss…” He looked down.
Hana removed her belt and strapped it around his wounded leg. With the pressure came a sense of relief, and he could suddenly breathe again.
“We have to go,” Luc said as she finished tying it. “We don’t have much time. Anira needs all the help she can get.”
Hana hefted her sword. “It’s a fight to the prison-tunnels. Think you can manage?”
“Now that you’re here?” He laughed. “Let them come.”




Chapter Ten
As she led the creature into yet another stumbling circle around the arena, Anira admitted to herself she didn’t know if their plan was going to work after all. They’d stepped over the area directly above the tunnels several times and she had yet to hear anything from below—not a single creak of stone or the sound of dirt giving in. She didn’t know how much longer she was going to last running from the thing. She’d sliced off seven tendrils, and yet the creature seemed to have reserves; more burst out from inside its body as if it had tentacles instead of organs under its scaly skin. She knew she was going to run out of energy before she ever came close to getting rid of them.
It tried to make another swipe at her and she rolled to the side, spitting out sand she’d accidentally gotten into her mouth. The thing followed her effortlessly. A part of her felt like it wasn’t alive—its movements were too smooth, too mechanical, with no ounce or spark of intelligence. She couldn’t even take heart from that. If it wasn’t alive, there was no chance it would tire. In the meantime, her eyesight was blurring. Another minute or two, and she wouldn’t be able to lift her arm.
“Anira!” Sugatt called.
She’d almost forgotten her brother was in the arena with her. She turned her head and saw him dash to the creature’s side, his sword swinging like a stalk of bamboo during a hurricane. She realized he meant to charge the thing, not distract it.
“No!” she cried back. “Sugatt, don’t!”
But he didn’t listen. He jumped in, taking an experimental slash across the thing’s back legs. She was surprised to see him draw blood.
“It’s not invincible,” he said. “It can die, Anira. We have to kill it!”
The creature roared, turned around, and struck him like a snake.
Sugatt leaped to the side just as the creature hit the sand, half-burying its head into it. Ilus’s head. She still couldn’t come to grips with that. It rose to its haunches, sand streaming down its matted hair. The thing opened its mouth, which was filled with sharp fangs and a forked, serpent’s tongue, and snapped upward to catch Sugatt unaware.
He dodged again. Ilus struck Pan’s mangled body instead.
Something in its eyes flashed. It chewed on the flesh—not with relish, but like a drunk man attempting to force down a pig’s hock simply because it was right in front of him. A memory of feeding, even if it looked like it didn’t need to feed anymore. It turned around and consumed the rest of the corpse, swallowing it down, barely chewing.
She felt something in the air and thought she saw the creature grow a bit bigger.
“It’s taking energy from the body,” she said.
“What’s that?” Sugatt asked.
“It’s growing larger!” She sucked in her breath and dashed forward again, throwing a rock over the creature’s head. It swung out to crush it between its teeth. Yes—she was sure of it. The rock, easily the size of her fist, seemed like a pebble in its jaws. As the creature turned around to chase her, she sheathed her sword and headed straight for the cliff’s edge.
The crowd seemed so mesmerized by her movements that it seemed unable to decide exactly what she was doing. She didn’t, either. But she spat in her hands, pressed both of them into the sand, and then made a running leap.
Time seemed to stop as she hit the side of the cliff. Her shoulders strained as she found herself swinging up in the air; she wedged her boot into the nearest crack she could find and then carefully—as much as her beating heart would allow—climbed her way up. The sand in her palms made it easier to grip the cold stone. The saliva felt like fire on her tongue.
From the corner of her eyes, she saw the archers begin formation, bows drawn. But it looked like they wouldn’t shoot her yet. It looked like they were going to wait until she got to the top, to give the crowd a better view. Even when their lives were in danger, they put entertainment first. She concentrated on sticking her fingers into the nearest crevice overhead while resting her weight on her toes. One slip was all it took, and her palms were already bleeding from gashes. Her knees were begging for respite. The sweat dripping from her forehead felt like tiny arrows pelting her from above.
The creature suddenly drew back on its haunches and leaped up the cliff next to her.
No one—not the crowd, not even Lord Marcius—expected it.
They had been conditioned to watch the battles below. Somehow, over the months, or years, or centuries, for some of them…they had learned to shut themselves off from what was happening right in front of their eyes. The sight of the creature soaring overhead and landing next to the ledge near the first row of seats seemed as part of the day’s entertainment as any other. When the creature’s tendrils smashed into the seats, all but a few stood, transfixed.
At least five or six died on the first impact. Only then did the panicked cries begin as the people dashed for safety, and Anira concentrated on not falling to her death. Another inch up, and then another foot, and she kept her focus on her breathing as her muscles shook from the effort.
Somehow, Anira made it to the top. Without taking a moment to compose herself, she dashed straight towards the creature. A ka-eng stumbled past her and attempted to clear the path by shoving her to her death; she grabbed him by the arm, twisted it, and kicked him right into Ilus’s gaping mouth. It had turned monstrous in the last few minutes, a size large enough to swallow a human whole. The cliff was crumbling from under its weight. Near the cliff’s edge, the archers finally found solid footing to nock arrows into their bows and take aim.
She jumped for the creature’s back. From down below, she thought she heard Sugatt screaming her name.
The cliff crumbled.
The arrows made their mark right into the creature’s writhing body, and they fell.
The creature’s underbelly cushioned Anira from the worst of the impact. It didn’t stop her from cracking her shoulder, however, and she stifled a groan as she forced herself up. Not a moment too soon. She’d barely bolted out of reach when another flurry of arrows embedded themselves into the creature’s exposed body. It roared, tried to stand, and…
Giant, weblike cracks snaked through the arena floor.
Anira watched as pieces of flat stone from underneath the sand splayed outward, like bones snapping and poking through skin. She could suddenly see the holes that led straight to the tunnels. More cracks shot up the cliffs as the force of the creature’s fall deepened the damage to the structure underneath, creating shock waves of as the ground crumbled.
The false sky cracked. A piece dropped straight into the arena with a crash. And then the ceiling burst. The first real spray of sunlight Anira had seen in months streamed down over her head like a waterfall. It was the most beautiful sight she had seen in her life.
“Do you believe me now?” she whispered, turning to her brother. “We can get out. We’re free.”
“And the dragon?”
“What?”
“If they can keep a creature like that around, they must have kept the dragon, too,” Sugatt said sombrely. “We’re not free out there, Anira. Not until we’ve settled this.”
The creature roared.
“Anira, watch it!”
He shoved her to the side, and they both stumbled into the sand, far from the creature’s reach. Sugatt wrapped an arm around her, shielding her with his body; peering over his shoulder, she watched as the ka-eng archers leaped from the cliff and assaulted the creature with more arrows and spears. Powerful as it was, the attack proved too much for it. It gave one last cry before curling up, its body withering like a torched tree. The blood pouring down from every hole in its body began to ebb.
She got to her feet, brushing sand off her shirt. She turned around to meet Sugatt’s face.
“It worked!” she said, beaming.
The expression in Sugatt’s face was conflicted. That frown was still on his lips. Eventually, he gave a small nod. “I guess it did. And it only took you almost getting killed.”
“Why are you like this? Even when I do things right, you don’t acknowledge it! When am I ever going to be good enough for you, Sugatt?”
His lips twitched. “Funny. I always felt the same way.”
The gates flung open. More armoured ka-eng appeared, led by Lord Marcius, who looked irritated. Without the intoxicating effect of the podium, he looked just like any other balding, bearded man.
“You’ve both proven to be too troublesome,” Lord Marcius said. “We’ll have to put you down before you cause any more trouble.” He gestured to the ka-eng.
Sugatt stepped in front of Anira. “Your hole in the ground is supposed to go through the tunnels, right? Go, then. I’ll fend them off.”
“You can’t fight them alone!”
“That wasn’t a suggestion.”
He held his sword up as the archers surrounded them. Anira grabbed her own sword, finding herself back-to-back with her brother. She slashed down as a guard tried to strike at her with his sword. He deflected the blow, but she immediately followed with a downward strike, catching him across the torso. As he attempted to recover, she slid up, half-decapitating him. His head, still loosely attaching to his body, dropped backward, spraying blood everywhere.
“Nice,” Sugatt said from behind.
“I learned from the best.”
“Why wouldn’t you?”
“I was talking about Kassho.”
“That old fart? The asshole could barely fit into his armour before he died. Just like you won’t if you don’t stop sleeping with that mercenary captain!”
“You’re disgusting, Sugatt!”
“I try. I just think you can do much better than him or Galtan, that’s all!” He laughed as he met the next charge, felling his own enemy in less than three strikes. One by one, others followed. But there were more, streaming from the cliff and through the battered doors. There was no way they could fight them all.
“This is pointless,” Lord Marcius called. “Just die already!”
Anira took a deep breath. “Let me talk to them.”
“No,” Sugatt said. “You’ve done enough talking for the both of us.”
“Sugatt—”
He turned around and grabbed her by the shirt. She realized he’d slowly been pushing her towards the cracks on the floor, towards the tunnel. She realized what he was about to do.
Anira grabbed his wrist with her hands. “Stop being so stubborn. For once in your life, Sugatt, just listen to me. We can both go!”
“Tell our parents…tell them I tried,” he said.
“No!” she screamed as he pushed her towards the tunnel.
She slid down a length of stone. She got down on all fours and attempted to jump back up to join him, but the angle made it difficult for her to make it to the top. She caught a flash of Lord Marcius’s face nearby. He lifted his hand.
Arrows flew from all directions. One struck Sugatt in the shoulder.
He slid down the crack, but only so far. His hand grabbed the top so he could keep his body firmly over the hole. No one else could get through, not unless they hacked through his limbs.
“Let go,” Anira whispered, grabbing his bleeding arm. “You don’t have to fight them. Please Sugatt, you don’t have to fight anymore. We can escape now!”
“They’ll just follow us down. We won’t get far. I’m going to buy you time. Go and save yourself!”
“Don’t be an idiot. Please!” She held his arm, wrapping it in hers. It was the only part of him she could reach. “Please Sugatt, come with me now. Please. You’re my brother. You’re my only brother. I won’t leave you. Don’t make me leave you!”
“So we’ll both die here? We can’t give our parents that grief. Better me than you. They love you best, after all.”
“That’s not true, you asshole!”
Another arrow struck him. He didn’t budge from the crack. She realized he meant to die there so he could block the passage with his body.
“I’m going nowhere without you,” she pleaded, tears stinging her eyes. “Sugatt. Sugatt, please. I need you. We all need you.” She laughed. “You can’t leave me with our sisters! Those old hags…we have nothing in common. I can’t do this. Please. I can’t be alone. Don’t make me do this!”
“You can live without me.” He glanced down, sweat and blood slick on his sun-darkened face. “You’re better than me,” he whispered. “Forgive me. I know I’ve been a terrible brother. I know I don’t deserve you. All my failures are mine alone. You thought wrong…I always looked up to you, Anira. I love you.”
“You asshole,” she repeated. She held on to his arm, refusing to let it end there. He reached for her hand and carefully squeezed it. A serene light shrouded his face. He’d made his bed, and he intended to sleep in it. For the first time in her life, Anira realized how much they resembled each other. Cut from the same cloth, stubborn as nails, Heral’s children through and through. She suddenly wished she’d taken the time to get to know him as a person, not just as her brother. She could have let him forge his own path, make his own mistakes; they could have been kinder to one another. She wanted time to rewind itself so she could have another lifetime with him.
Lord Marcius reached them a moment later. He stabbed Sugatt in the throat.
It was the hardest thing in the world to let his limp hand go, but Anira knew it was out of her control. She turned and ran. Tears flooded her eyes as she made her way down the tunnels, her thoughts filled with nothing but darkness and grief and the pounding disbelief that her brother was dead. He had been a fixture the moment she was born and now she was going to have to live with his absence for the rest of her life.
She didn’t even notice it when she ran into Luc. He started to ask where Sugatt was, but the answer must have been clear on her face. He grabbed her hand, leading her out of the brink of madness and back into the sweet embrace of the outside world.




The Undying




Chapter One
The sound of roosters crowing made Luc bolt upright. His first thought was that the ka-eng had something new planned for the contestants—another monster of some sort that they had to fight outside the arena, in the lounge. His body stirred to action. He visualized tearing ka-eng’s heads off their shoulders, of blue blood pulsing through his fingers. He never imagined himself to be a vengeful or violent man, but the last few weeks had warped his sense of pacifism. There was only so much you could take.
He suddenly remembered the escape and made sense of his surroundings. He was on the floor of a small room, nowhere near the extravagant quarters of the hellish city he had spent the last few months in. The wet air was touched with the smell of chicken droppings. He felt a rush of relief, followed by panic. Anira was supposed to be on the narrow bed next to him, and yet it was empty—the blankets were on the floor. They’d arrived late last night, soaked from the rain and near-dead from the hours they’d spent fleeing the wilderness. Yenaten, Anira’s cousin, had managed to sweet-talk the innkeeper into providing them lodging. They didn’t have enough space for everyone, but a room for himself and Anira was thrown into the deal. He didn’t know the rest; he’d followed Anira up to the room to see if she needed anything from him. She hadn’t spoken a word since their flight from the tunnels. He found her asleep in her wet clothes. Not wanting to disturb her rest, he bundled her up in blankets before retiring to the cold floor. After everything, it was as good as a warm mattress.
Luc got up now, ignoring the throbbing in his legs. A few people were already in the dining area, mostly labourers from town from what he could see, having breakfasts of soured fish soup, dried silverfish, egg, and rice. None of his companions were there. He expected they would sleep well into midday, if not the whole week, even though some of them had to make do with the stables. He figured he could let them have it. They’d all been through hell.
He found Anira in the yard, doing practice drills with a stick.
She shouldn’t be exerting herself. It had only been a day. He could hardly move his own limbs. But he said nothing. She’d just lost her brother. A difficult, unstable man, but her brother all the same. No one was allowed to tell her what she was supposed to feel, least of all him. Everyone had their own way of dealing with loss. The hollow ache needed to be pounded into a shape that could fit somewhere in your life, no matter how much you didn’t want it to.
Anira went through the exercises with precision—a combination of everything he’d taught her and what she must have picked up spending time with her uncle’s army. She wasn’t formally trained at home, though he got the sense from her stories that their clan expected their father to have done so. But she moved as if she was born to it. A farmer’s daughter in name only—the woman was every bit as good a warrior as the finest he’d met. He shouldn’t be so surprised. There were a thousand ways one’s origins could shape substance and character, and the same things that broke others, that broke her brother, had only strengthened her. It was as if she had been just waiting for the right circumstances to show she was as much of a wolf as the rest of her clan.
She screamed, made one last running leap in the air, and struck the tree in front of her with a blow strong enough to send her to her knees. Only then did she cry.
Luc walked over to her. She barely acknowledged his presence, but she let him turn her around so he could hold her in his arms. They sat there in silence for what felt like the better part of the morning, and yet he couldn’t find it in his heart to be the first to push away.
Someone coughed behind them.
Anira drew away from him to greet the newcomer.
“Yenaten.” She wiped her eyes. “We need to plan Sugatt’s funeral.”
Yenaten hesitated at the edge of the fence. “We don’t have his body.”
“I want to ride back to claim it.”
Yenaten crossed her arms. “You need a good, long sleep, Anira. You’re talking madness. Why the hell would you want to return to that hellhole? I’m all right never seeing it again for as long as I live.”
“Sandigan is in chaos right now,” Anira said. “If I can go back to the Oren-yaro and get a few men—”
Yenaten walked towards Anira before slapping her.
Anira didn’t react. She just looked down, breathing carefully. “I would have done the same for you, too,” Anira said. “Sugatt was…is family.”
“I didn’t almost get us all killed because of my idiocy,” Yenaten reminded her. “If I ever did, you have my full permission to forget I ever existed.”
“Sugatt is family,” Anira repeated. “Dead or alive, he is family, and what he did in life does not disqualify us of our responsibilities to him.”
Yenaten shook her head. “You’re grieving. I won’t pick a fight, not right now. We’ll talk when you’ve had the chance to rest. Luc—I’ll leave you to this.”
Anira threw him a glance. “You’re not part of this.”
He held up his hands. “I know I’m not.”
He wasn’t sure if she was pleased with his reply or if she even heard it at all. She walked away, and the only sense he got was that it would be wrong for him to follow her. Yenaten offered him a sympathetic gaze.
“Perhaps it’s the wrong time to bring it up,” Luc said, once he knew Anira was out of earshot. “But I do plan to return to Sandigan after all. I’ve been thinking about it all of last night.”
“You’re doing a lot to impress a woman you’ve already bedded,” Yenaten commented.
He gave a furtive grin before growing serious. “It’s…not about her. Our mission…what we were sent out here to do in the first place…”
“Ah,” Yenaten replied. “That stupid beast.”
“Our client was adamant we return that stupid beast to the Kag. I can’t abandon the job halfway just because it got too hard. He’ll…use this against us. Our livelihood, our families…”
“I get it,” Yenaten said. “But what makes you think going back to Sandigan is going to do anything? I hardly think you mean to ask the ka-eng if they’ve misplaced it along the way.”
“They didn’t,” Luc replied. “They…took it with them when they captured us. I saw it on the way out. It was right there in the prison-tunnels with us all along.”
Luc had almost missed it in the chaos that erupted when the arena slowly crumbled, taking the city down with it. A door in the hallway next to the prison-tunnel, which he had taken to be a storage room in the two occasions he had been down there. But the damage from above had caused fissures on the walls, creating holes large enough to see through. He thought he caught a flash of yellow eyes from inside the chamber.
“That’s where they keep the beasts they throw at us,” Treda said, noticing his interest. “Last place you want to be in, boss.”
“I think I want to check that room out,” Luc said.
Hana crossed her arms. “We don’t have time.”
“You both go ahead. I just—I have a feeling.”
“Don’t you go crying to me for help when this goes horribly wrong,” Hana sniffed.
“When have I ever?” Luc asked as he pushed the door in. It toppled backwards on broken hinges and crashed on the floor in a cloud of dust.
He stepped on it as the others left him, knowing this was one of those things he might regret in retrospect. But a part of him knew he would regret leaving it be. The scent of burnt animal hair in the room was practically a miasma—an essence of beast so strong it made his eyes water. The sight of pacing shadows behind cages told him Treda was correct. Creatures stared at him from behind bars, hissing, growling. Some lunged, gathering a mouthful of iron and steel. Every single one looked half-starved and terrified out of their wits.
The chamber extended deeper, joining the rest of the tunnels by the end. He could hear the rumbling above, where he hoped Anira was still doing her best to survive. He knew he didn’t have long. And yet…
He heard a sound. Footsteps.
He stopped, placing his hand on his sword, and tried to slow down his breathing. He could see shadows dancing ahead, which meant someone had a torch. He took a few moments before carefully striding forward once more, making sure he kept every step as gentle as he could.
Luc reached the end of the corridor. It was a dead end.
He hesitated there, wondering if it was prudent to turn back now. But he was starting to feel…strange. Like all the restraint that had kept him on a leash his entire life was slowly being cut off with a knife. If Roena was here, what would she do? Forge ahead, without question. Luc, who had played it safe all along, suddenly realized the lie he’d been feeding himself all these years. There was no safe side. For a child who had grown up in a farm that barely yielded enough for them to feed themselves with, not taking risks was fatal. He was a mercenary because it was the only choice he had at the time. The dangers were arbitrary; hunger could kill, too. So was being thrown out in the middle of winter with no roof over his head or growing ill with no money for a doctor. Every chance to breathe was a chance to fight for a moment longer.
He threw caution to the wind and forged ahead. Fifty steps forward, the air began to shimmer, like a curtain made of gold. He realized the wall blocking the path wasn’t a wall after all. It was an illusion. He felt his senses growing duller, even as his own courage heightened. Another step forward, and then…
Luc saw Sapphire standing in front of the carriage. He knew at first glance that the creature was still inside it.
His senses dulled. He felt like running her through with his sword so he could seize the creature. He needed to kill her now. Escape from Sandigan was a possibility and he was back on the same trajectory, the mission he set out to accomplish. He still had a job to do. If he failed, Yn Garr would destroy his family, his livelihood, his friends. Sapphire was in the way; he had to kill her.
But he steeled himself. The creature was affecting his mind, as it had tried to in all the times he was within its vicinity. It wasn’t like him to run through a woman he knew was a powerful mage. Not on purpose.
“Mistress Sapphire,” he said, and breaking the desire to kill was like trying to jam his arm down a narrow tunnel full of spikes.
She glanced at him briefly.
“You’re fighting it,” she said. “Thank you.”
“What are you talking about?”
“As much as I despise the creature, I appreciate it for how quickly it shows a person’s character.” Sapphire shifted her stance. “You want to kill me. I can see it in your eyes. But you’re stopping yourself, even when I’m sure it’s all but convinced that my death will rid you of the discomfort. It’s admirable.”
“I am glad my struggle amuses you.” He gestured at the carriage. “I thought this thing was still in the woods.”
“You weren’t taken prisoner because you were exceptional specimens of battle. You were just…in the way.”
“That’s flattering.”
She gave a quick snort that might’ve been her way of laughing. Luc wasn’t sure. He had never seen her smile in all the time they’d spent out there.
“Don’t take offense to it. Truth be told, the ka-eng considered you an unnaturally good find. You’ve lasted far longer than you had any right to, considering you were slated to be fodder before the first tier. They love underdogs.” The ground shook again, and she pointed at the ceiling. “And that—well, I have to commend you for such a feat. They did not expect that at all.”
“You’re not angry.”
“Why would I be? It was hilarious, to be honest. The look on Lady Asandre’s face, in particular…”
Her face remained flat, despite her admittance. Luc cleared his throat. “What I meant is that you’re not angry we’re trying to escape at all. We’ve broken Sandigan.”
“Sandigan was always on the cusp of being broken,” she said. “You, or someone else…it was only a matter of time. Nothing built on shoddy foundation can outlast time, and Sandigan’s was all but borrowed. As it happens, this suits my purpose very well. You’re not the only one who’s been looking to escape all this time.”
“I thought you were working for them.”
“Oh, I was,” Sapphire said. “Simply because I needed their help in securing this.” She indicated the carriage with a sweep of her hand. “They lack magic and the connections to the agan, which made them particularly useful. The beast cannot influence them. I wasn’t expecting to run right in the middle of a war between mercenaries and Jinsein lords, of course, but that proved to be convenient, in its own way.”
Luc swallowed. “Why do you want the beast? Why did the ka-eng help you?”
The cave shook again. “As happy as I am to sit around and answer your questions, I believe you’ve got other problems. Wasn’t your woman up there? You wouldn’t want her to be crushed between those tentacles. Putting hideous beasts together is…quite a specialty, and it’s even more harrowing to see it done with corpses.”
“I thought Ilus was already dead when they…did that.”
Sapphire smiled. “I don’t know how you’ve gotten far with such naivety. The ka-eng truly are frightening, even without magic.”
“How did they do that without spells?”
“I don’t know the particular details,” Sapphire said. “All I know is that you probably shouldn’t die here if you can help it. They’re vengeful enough even if you follow their rules. Imagine what would happen if you break them.”
Luc took a deep breath as he finished relaying the story to Yenaten, who opened her mouth and then closed it in such a rapid fashion that it looked like she was gasping for breath.
“I really don’t know which part of your story is more important,” Yenaten finally said.
“Both,” Luc replied. “I need the beast. I don’t know what the ka-eng want from it, but as far as I know, it’s still in its cage, which makes it rather convenient for us. If I could find a way to it, we might nab it once more. I still have enough people, and with another night’s rest, I believe we can do it.
“The second thing is Sugatt. If we’re going there anyway, then I’ll keep my eyes peeled for his body. What the mage said makes me anxious. I still see Ilus when I close my eyes. What they did to him—it’s not right. It’s obscene. I don’t believe they’ll have time to try anything with Sugatt’s body in the last few hours, not with the whole place in disarray, so we may be able to take it along with the creature. I’ll see what I can do.”
“That’s quite generous of you,” she replied. “I was never fond of the man, but Anira was right at least in that he was our family. This shouldn’t fall on you.”
“It’s nothing. Anira has become…very important to me the last few weeks.” Luc cleared his throat. “Which means, of course, that I don’t want her to come with me at all. I won’t risk her life for this.”
“She’ll want to.”
He nodded. “I don’t think she’ll listen to sense, not the way she is now. We’ll have to make preparations and leave without her knowing. You must distract her, in the meantime.”
“I’m good at distractions,” Yenaten said. “Though how much of it she’ll respond to, I can’t say. You may ask for too much from me here, Luc.”
“You’re going to have to try,” he said solemnly. “For her sake.”




Chapter Two
They left in the middle of the night, cloaked in shadow and a light drizzle of rain.
“I can’t believe I let you talk me into this,” Hana said, sneezing.
“I can’t believe he finally makes sense,” Bren replied. “Even when he used the words back to Sandigan and find that bastard Sugatt.” He shivered. “I still have nightmares of that jackass. I can do without seeing him again, even as a corpse.”
Luc sighed. “I told you, whoever wants to sit this one out is free to do so.”
“And I just said you made sense.” Bren squinted. “Don’t ruin it.”
“We all want this job to succeed,” Nayan said. “Literal lives depend on it. We won’t be cowards, Luc. We know you won’t risk us our lives unless there’s a reason.”
Luc stared at the city in the distance. Under the black sky, the sight of the shattered city filled him with emotion. It looked…nothing like it did when they had been inside. It was as if everything back then was an illusion, and their little escape plan had pulled the cover out from over their eyes. The towers were grey, no longer white—the ones left standing were covered in cracks from the base and up, and it didn’t look like they would stay up for very long. He knew he shouldn’t, but he felt a tinge of grief. Something so beautiful shouldn’t have to end this way.
He strode ahead of the clearing, hoping he could scout the edge of the city before they left the safety of the surrounding woods. So far, they didn’t have much of a plan yet. The city wasn’t exactly guarded anymore—it looked perhaps that those who survived the quakes in the arena simply slunk back to their homes or left. Less than five hundred ka-eng remained in the city from what he had seen out in the stands, soldiers included, and without the tight walls, there was no way they could adequately protect every entrance. And they weren’t going to break into the city itself, anyway. They were just going back to the arena, to the tunnels where he saw Sapphire. He was convinced if they followed it through, they would find out where she had taken the carriage.
“Don’t tell me you’re about to change your mind,” Hana whispered.
“I’m not,” Luc replied. “I’m just…sad, I think.”
Hana shook her head. “You actually feel sorry for the ka-eng?”
“This city was alive once,” Luc said. “How many ruins like these have we seen before? It makes me sad, imagining what once went behind those walls. All the people who didn’t think life would end so soon…”
“Does it make you grapple with questions about your own mortality, because I’d really rather be trimming my nails instead of listening to you.”
He smiled and patted her shoulder. “I won’t waste your time any further. Let’s get ready. I like the look of those clouds overhead. Once they cover the moon—”
Luc stopped. A light in the distance had caught his attention. He opened his mouth, but then he saw Hana had seen it, too. She drew her sword.
“Do they have patrols?” he asked as he followed her lead.
“We’re about to find out,” Hana replied. “Better surprise them now than wait for them to catch up to us.” She gestured at the others silently. They all gathered at the edge of the clearing, taking great care not to make so much noise as they walked.
“Those look like campfires,” Shel whispered under her breath.
“You and Treda go around the back,” Luc said. “We can surround them, make it look like there’s more of us than them. Bren—”
“Yes?”
“I’d feel better if you were right behind me.”
“I’m hurt,” Hana said.
“You go around the left,” Luc continued. “Nayan, cover her flank.”
“He’s actually separating the girls from the boys,” Nayan commented. “What a jerk.”
“I hope he trips on that tiny sword of his,” Hana added.
Bren started laughing.
Luc frowned. “I hope that was worth hurting your insides for,” he grumbled.
“Yes,” Bren said, wiping a tear from his eye as he slapped Luc’s shoulder. “It really was. Ow. Let’s go before they burst through.”
Luc lifted his sword. He wasn’t sure he was up for another battle without a full day’s rest behind him, but he didn’t want to turn around now.
“On my signal,” he mouthed. “One, two…”
Hana charged.
“—three,” he sighed, before crashing into the bush after her.
He saw the campfire first before he saw a swift movement from up ahead, followed by a blow to his belly that made him stumble back. In another instant, a naked blade gleamed right under his throat. He blinked, staring at the figure who had gotten a jump on him. At the woman.
“Ro…Roena?” he asked.
She drew back.
“Agartes,” she said. “I nearly killed you, Luc! What the hell were you doing attacking our camp for?”
He glanced at the rest. He saw Demon crouched halfway, as if having just gotten up from his pallet next to the fire—Hana had her sword out and was right in the middle of a strike that would have taken his head off if she hadn’t recognized him. There were at least five others there, all mercenaries of his, and one new face. Then he glanced back at Roena, who frowned as they lowered their swords.
“You don’t look happy to see me,” she ventured.
“I’m—I’m just surprised to see you here.” He stared at her, unsure of what he was feeling. She looked like a stranger. He should’ve been overcome with joy after he thought he would never see her again, but it suddenly felt as if the man who loved her and the man standing in front of her were not the same people. He turned away and strode over to the fire, where he slumped down. He felt a tightness in his chest.
“Sorry, boss,” Demon shrugged. “No way to get word to you to tell you we were coming.”
Hana smiled before pushing him forward with her boot. He growled at her. “You’re out of shape,” Hana said, poking his belly with the tip of her sword. “Did you have to get new trousers?”
“Not my fault,” Demon growled. “You left me to sit around and count the cobwebs in your office, if you recall. And one of the clients kept sending wine.”
“You didn’t have to keep drinking them,” Hana replied.
“Who’d you leave in charge?” Luc asked as Hana slumped down next to him and helped herself to the chicken they had roasting on the fire.
Demon shrugged again. “Does it really matter?”
“We went here because no one has heard from any of you,” Roena said, coming up from behind him. “This job should have been over weeks ago. You should have all been back at Lionstown by now. We thought we were coming here to clean up.” She sat down next to him. Confusion danced on her expression as she stared at him. “Maybe that’s close to the truth. You look terrible. You’ve lost weight, and all those fresh scars—”
“Things have a way of not working out,” Luc said carefully. “You still haven’t explained what you’re
doing here. We thought you’d left the group.” He forced himself to look at her now. It was difficult. Her presence used to make him feel a giddy sort of excitement. Not only had it changed swiftly—the past year had made him re-examine their relationship under a whole different light—he wasn’t even sure he missed it.
An awkward silence enveloped the entire camp. Hana started coughing.
“Let’s talk about our next step,” Hana said, shoving the rest of the chicken back into Demon’s hands. “We attacked you because we thought you were patrols from the city, which we were about to sneak into. Our aim, as it is, lies within.”
“We were in town the day before yesterday,” Roena said. “There was an earthquake, and someone told us they saw a bright light flash over this way—conveniently the same place Yn Garr’s men told us you’d disappeared in. Since we had no leads, we investigated.”
“We must have just missed each other after we escaped the city,” Bren piped up.
Roena drew her brows together. “You were already in town?” She sat down. “This requires some explanation.”
“Luc?” Hana asked.
Luc cleared his throat. “I don’t think we have time to trade stories. We were captured by the ka-eng, we got out, and now we’re deciding to break back in so we can put an end to this terrible quest.” Hana stared at him with a measure of amusement, and he turned away to gaze at the fire before getting to his feet. “Are you with us again, Roena?”
“I never left,” she countered.
“Could’ve fooled me.”
“I’m here now,” she said, evenly. “That’s all that matters.”
Luc didn’t bother arguing with her for the rest of the night. He might have if she had shown up months ago—he distinctly remembered spending the last year brooding over all the things he wanted to say to her. What she made him feel, not just in their time together but in the way she dismissed their time apart. He remembered thinking of asking her, in clear words, to stay with him—that he had not made it clear before how much he would very much like her to help run Blackwood Marauders from Lionstown. He remembered deciding that it was selfish to put his own desires first. If she had wanted such an arrangement, she would have said it already. He didn’t know if it was cowardice or compassion that kept him from voicing out his opinions, and he had been effectively stuck with indecision for months.
But the last few weeks with Anira had shifted his opinions. Now he was finding it strange to realize exactly how much of his feelings he’d kept bottled up over the years—quite a realization for a man who had been told, more often than not, that he was too soft. He loved Roena, but she made him feel less because of how much he couldn’t tell her. Not wouldn’t—couldn’t. Every attempt at bridging the gap only made him feel unheard. She wanted him to be like her, and wouldn’t take “But I can’t be,” for an answer.
And yet Anira, for that moment out there in the face of death…
I would have your thoughts before I lift my sword.
They entered the city through the sewers. No patrols had been left out—it was as if the ka-eng, having seen their city crumble right in front of their very eyes, suddenly couldn’t be bothered with the simplest things. He wondered how long it would take for word to reach the outer towns of what happened here, and how much longer before the inevitable robbers, scavengers, and thieves arrived. Maybe there were enough superstitions about the ka-eng to keep them at bay for now.
They reached the first section of the prison-tunnels, which you could tell by how much higher the ceilings shot up. Luc hated the very air in that place. Beside him, Roena gave a brief exhale of disbelief.
“You were here for three months?”
“I was,” Shel piped up. “Everyone else were more or less on vacation, the assholes.” She gestured with her bandaged stump.
“A vacation you got by throwing yourself at death’s door, so be thankful you didn’t get that much further,” Bren said. “They pitted prisoners against each other in an arena, you see. They had lounges upstairs for winning contestants, and you got to stay there as long as you kept winning. You would have loved it, Roena. There were no rules.”
She laughed, ever the bold, brazen woman she’d been. “Let me guess. You spent time there, and…Hana…and…” She tapped her chin. “Ilus?”
“Until he died,” Nayan said. “I stayed down here as often as I could to take care of Shel. She got that—” she waved at Shel’s injury, “—facing down Jinsein warlords.”
“He wasn’t a warlord,” Shel corrected. “Just a general.”
“Their lord general. And you killed him! We don’t talk enough about that.”
“Couldn’t you have let Luc stay?” Roena asked.
“He was up there winning,” Bren said casually. “I think he was inspired.”
He gave a cocky grin; Luc shot him a glare, and he grew sombre.
Roena cocked an eyebrow. “Inspired by what?”
“Nothing,” Luc said. His tone of voice cut the conversation short.
There were more dead in the tunnels than he thought. Some seemed to have been crushed by the stampede of prisoners as they fought their way out of the crumbling holes. Hana caught him staring at them.
“We don’t have time to bury them all,” she said.
“No,” he agreed. “But it’s still a thought.” He started walking up to the tunnel that connected the prison to the arena. “You all go ahead to the beast cages,” he said. “There’s one last thing I need to check.”
Roena overheard him. “I’m going with you.”
He didn’t agree, but he didn’t refuse it, either. It was strange walking down the darkness with her, when his last memory was of fleeing the other way with Anira. Two days ago felt like it was years. He reached the end of the tunnel where the wall from the arena above had caved in. Sand had spilled through the holes, allowing a small slope he could climb up.
He reached the arena. There were multiple bodies there, stinking after spending the whole day under the scorching sun. There was no sign of Sugatt’s. The only thing he could see was a trail of blood from where they had dragged it from the hole.
“Shit,” he whispered.
“Well, this is depressing,” Roena said.
“You have no idea,” Luc replied.
“Are those contestants, too?”
“Their own soldiers,” Luc said. “The survivors didn’t even bother giving them a proper burial. Not that I would know how the ka-eng treat their dead, but leaving them to rot under the sun seems…extreme, even for them.”
“You’re looking for something,” she observed. “Someone. A friend?”
“You could say that.” He rubbed his arms before turning to her. “I am glad you weren’t here, for what’s it worth.”
Roena pursed her lips together. “Sarcasm?”
“No. The insanity here…I can’t even explain it.”
“I left Draigar,” she said, abruptly.
Luc stared at her.
“I just thought you should know,” she continued. “I’m never going back there again. He’ll divorce me, my father will disown me, all of that is over. This is my life now. So I would appreciate you letting me know what’s going on.”
“Giving up your whole life…for the Marauders? Roena, that sounds drastic, even for you. You know there’s a lot we can’t give you. The comforts you’re used to—”
She looked offended he would even bring those up. “I thought you would be happy. I’m committing to this thing, finally.”
“But you don’t have to. That’s what I’m saying. You don’t have to be here. You have a good life. Go back to it.”
“I own nothing that Draigar or my father hasn’t given to me. This way, I’m starting all over with something that’s mine.” She paused. “And yours too, of course. We can make this company bigger than it is. Together—”
“But you don’t have to,” he repeated. “Gods, Roena. Look around you. Do you see now? This isn’t a joke. This life…you don’t just run headlong into this life because you’re bored. What do you think it makes the rest of us feel? I’m sorry all the luxury has been too stifling, and the rest of us forced to be here have to listen to you gripe when most of us would’ve traded a limb just to be in your place!”
She opened her mouth. He closed his. He had already said too much.
“Hey, Luc,” Bren called from down below. “I uh—hate to interrupt, but you need to see this.”
He rubbed the back of his head before turning to follow Bren. Deep inside, he was already regretting throwing those words at her. It wasn’t her fault she couldn’t understand. He knew her life was stifling and dismissing it was never his intention. Maybe he wasn’t done making excuses for her. But if they were ever going to see eye-to-eye, understanding couldn’t just flow one way.
“Will you two be okay?” Bren half-whispered to him.
“I don’t know,” Luc admitted. “I should have been happy to see her. I can’t stop thinking about that. I thought I knew what I felt about her, Bren. I thought I had it all figured out.”
“It’s not your fault if your feelings have changed.”
“I don’t even think they changed. I just never acknowledged all of it before.” Luc sighed.
“Damn, that’s rough,” Bren said, with a smile. “Wish we all had your problems.” He led him to a section of the tunnels he didn’t recognize—at least, not at first. Then he realized that the last time he was here, he was in front of a mage and a creature blasting spells at him, neither of which helped an already-frazzled mind. The corridor led down to an underground road wide enough for three or four carriages side-by-side. The mud was trampled, as if an entire army had just recently gone through it.
“Something leads me to believe Sapphire will be waiting on the other end of this road,” Luc said, holding his torch over the road.
Bren grimaced. “Something tells me she won’t be alone. I think the ka-eng are with her. All of them. Hana told me she thinks the streets are empty.”
Roena finally caught up to them. Her mouth was set in a thin line.
Luc glanced at her before turning his attention back to Bren. “Why would they suddenly abandon their city? So we collapsed a few tunnels, but that doesn’t mean—”
They were interrupted by the sound of Hana arriving in a panic with the rest of their group. Her sword was drawn, and she waved it in the air as she drew close.
“I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but we need to go now,” she called. “One of the creatures is loose, and it ate all the others.” She shook her head. “It’s right fucking behind us! I didn’t get a good look, but it’s huge and it spits venom and—”
“You want us walk straight into the ka-eng?” Bren asked.
“Do you want to dive right into the thing’s fucking jaws instead?” She shoved him forward. “Stop asking questions and run, you assholes!”




Chapter Three
The third morning after their escape from Sandigan felt less like a sharp knife and more like a glass of whisky, swallowed straight. Anira stared at the sky and realized she could breathe again. Everything still stung, but it was with decidedly less force. It felt almost like she could live with the pain.
She hated that.
She got out of bed and made her way down to the dining hall, where she found Yenaten in a deep, philosophical discussion with their innkeeper. Anira had gotten the impression—between the haze of grief she had wallowed in the last few days—that her lover Raha was a common acquaintance. Anira couldn’t see a single glimpse of the last few months on her cheerful, chatty cousin. She envied that. To have waded into a sea of so much death and loss without bearing the mark—to know how to be alone without wanting to sprint off into the abyss…seemed like such an advantage. That was her problem, after all. She didn’t know how to say goodbye. It was why she never left home, why she couldn’t let Sugatt ruin his life by himself, why she kept holding on even when the wisest thing was to let go. Now it had been forced into her hand, and she wanted anything but. She wanted to see it as a gift, but she couldn’t.
“Come and have some coffee, love,” Yenaten said, pulling a chair out for her. “Have you finally had a good sleep?”
She sat down, knees shaking. The innkeeper got up and placed a comforting hand around her shoulder.
“I’ll get some breakfast for you, too.” She walked away.
Yenaten poured Anira a cup of tea. “You look better.”
“Appearances can be deceiving.” Anira pressed the cup against her belly. “Still no word from Luc and the others?”
“I told you,” Yenaten said. “Don’t count on them returning. They’ve gone home. We should, too.”
“I don’t believe it.”
Yenaten sighed. “It doesn’t matter what you believe or not. The man seems nice enough, Anira, but whatever you were both involved in, back in there, that’s not love.”
“I didn’t say it was.”
“I wouldn’t waste another thought on him, if I was you,” Yenaten said. “We barely got out with our lives and you’ve got more than a few nice memories to take home. Let’s leave it there.” She took a sip of coffee before giving a soft sigh.
“Sugatt’s life is worth more than a few nice memories.”
“I’d beg to disagree, but it’s too early for this, Anira.” She set her coffee down. “Get your priorities in order. Think about yourself, for once. Not your parents, or your brother, or that quick fuck of yours—you. What would make it all right again, Anira? Where do you go from here, with all of that behind you?”
Someone began knocking on the door, hard.
The innkeeper appeared to place a plate of soft, buttered bread and yams on their table before going off to open the door.
“It’s an inn,” she started. “There’s no need to—”
A soldier walked in.
Anira felt her stomach drop. The man was dressed in the full armour of the Oren-yaro army—dark, brown-grey plate, with a sword that had a handle carved with a grinning serpent. His tattoos went all the way up to his stubbled jaw and down to the tips of his fingers. He looked at the rest of them with disdain, though his eyes didn’t settle on anyone. Anira and Yenaten were dressed in plain clothes and could’ve been anyone from that region.
“What can I help you with, sir?” the innkeeper asked, switching to Jinan almost effortlessly. She wrapped a towel around her hands, as if it was a shield she could defend herself with should the soldier grow violent.
The soldier sniffed. “We’re looking for information on Lord Kassho’s disappearance.”
“Your men have been in this town before,” the innkeeper replied. “We’ll tell you what we told them—we’re as clueless as grazing sheep out here.”
“Someone’s hiding them. A whole contingent of soldiers doesn’t just disappear overnight.”
“Have you inquired with Lord Azchai of Barun?” the woman asked. “Or perhaps Lord Rajiat? Surely the lak’an are better help here than the common folk. We don’t care about these things.”
“Your lak’an want nothing to do with Jin-Sayeng,” the soldier said evenly. He snapped his fingers. One of his men shuffled through the doorway.
“We don’t want trouble here,” the innkeeper continued. “Please, you’re scaring our customers.”
The soldier ignored her. He unrolled a piece of paper and placed it on an empty table.
“The reward,” the officer said, looking at everyone else, “has been doubled. Warlord Yeshin’s generosity is well known throughout Jin-Sayeng, even with people outside of his holdings. Any information on Lord Kassho and his soldiers will be most welcome. We hope you can shed light on their fate for us. It would be terribly inconvenient for your people if you don’t. Out here on the edges of the border, so far away from your lak’ans’ armies…”
He stroked the hilt of his sword before turning around, letting his threat hang in the air. Even after he’d slammed the door behind him and left, his presence lingered for several moments. The carefree talks from that morning all but disappeared, and everyone began whispering to themselves.
“We have to go home,” Yenaten told Anira. “We have to let them know what really happened. They’ll leave these people alone when they realize it’s not their fault.”
“You’ve met Warlord Yeshin,” Anira retorted. “What words, do you think, can appease him?”
“Lord Kassho was attacked by mercenaries. He died during the battle, leaving no one capable of carrying out his mission. You returned to bring word of defeat, like a true soldier, and…”
“I am not just any soldier,” Anira said. “I’m Orenar.”
“So?”
“Do you really think I could lie to his face? He’ll know I’m hiding something. He’ll ask why it took me so long to return and I will have to tell him the truth. I’m part of his clan. He won’t overlook this.” She sighed. “My brother’s actions have caused a ripple of harm that I can’t look away from. The soldiers under his command—”
“Whoever was left of the crew scattered when we escaped. I saw. You don’t have to worry about them.”
“They’ll never be able to return home to their families,” Anira said. “Their lives are ruined. Once I return and confirm the events, Yeshin won’t leave a stone unturned. You wanted to know what I want, Ten? I want to look at Warlord Yeshin in the eye and ask him to give those mens’ lives back to them and if he can’t, he has to make it right for his families. He has to make it right for mine. Not for them, but for me—because I want to prove to myself that I am not just an irksome sister so discontent with her own life she couldn’t accept her brother getting a chance she didn’t. I was…jealous of Sugatt.” She swallowed. “I wanted what he got and couldn’t bear to see him waste it. All I did was make him feel like he couldn’t handle his own problems. All I did was get in the way. Well, I’m here now. My brother gave me a gift I didn’t know I wanted. If I truly can do better than he did, it’s time for me to show that. I’m going to make things right. There’s no one else left alive who can.”
Yenaten wrapped her hands around her coffee. Eventually, she sighed. “Luc went to get both Sugatt’s body and the carriage back from the city. He asked me to keep you distracted until his return. He—hold on a moment, Anira. What are you doing?”
She had gotten up and was making her way up the stairs. “Getting ready to chase after him. The mission was to bring this creature back to Warlord Yeshin. It’s about time I end it.”
Yenaten shook her head. “And how, pray, do you plan on making Luc just give it to you? No offense, Anira, but he already got what he wanted from you and I hardly think you’ve got anything left up your sleeve.”
She placed her hand on the railing. “Let me worry about that. Just help me borrow horses and equipment from your friend, and we can be on our way in a few hours.”
The rain refused to let up on their way back to Sandigan. Anira was soaked by the time they approached the city. But the dampness was the last thing on her mind. She drew her sword as they got close. Her heart was racing. She didn’t want to have to fight Luc, and she didn’t think he would, if it came to that. His friends were a different story.
Yenaten followed her lead. She wasn’t happy about any of it, and the rain only soured her mood further.
“Fight, fight, always fighting,” she grumbled. “I once swore to my brothers I’d never pick up a sword and here I’ve done it a hundred times in a single year. Oh, won’t they laugh themselves silly! At least I have you to blame. Remind me to mention it next time we get an earful from my mother. It was all Anira’s fault. I’d blame Sugatt, but it’s hardly appropriate to bring him into this now that he’s dead.”
“Luc and the others…their errand shouldn’t have taken this long,” Anira said, ignoring her rambling.
“You’re assuming they fully intended to return,” Yenaten replied.
“He’s kept every promise so far.”
“Do I need to spell it out for you, Anira? You were both in a precarious situation. He was in a new world, with a chance to reinvent himself. Most men I know would take the opportunity. You know he’s involved with someone else, right? Hana told me.”
“So was I.”
“Ah, right. That farmer—”
“Galtan.”
Yenaten narrowed her eyes.
“It wasn’t serious,” Anira said.
“And Luc is?”
“And Luc is a friend,” she continued. “Who has not, thus far, betrayed me. And until I have better proof, I’m going to assume he hasn’t.”
“Don’t say I didn’t tell you so when we get to it,” Yenaten grumbled.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean when the time comes, you’re going to have to choose between the man and your family,” Yenaten said. “Even if he decides he owes you a bit of loyalty, I don’t see any of his mercenaries agreeing to it. His cock’s the least of the priorities here, and—”
“Don’t you notice something odd?”
“Don’t change the subject on me!”
She rubbed the rain out of her face and pointed. “There’s no light. It’s dark and cloudy—you would think someone would have set up a lamp somewhere. Look at those windows. Black as night.”
Yenaten pulled down her hood so she could squint. “Gods,” she whispered. “I don’t like the looks of that. You think they left?”
“Where would they go?” Anira asked. “They weren’t the ones keeping themselves locked up in the city. They were all free to leave any time they wanted to. They stayed instead. Where would they go? Ka-eng aren’t exactly welcome everywhere, and these seemed used to the opulence.”
“Their city’s broken. Without that, and the arena, maybe there was nothing else keeping them there.”
Anira shivered. It felt like such a hollow existence, if that was true.
They dismounted, leaving their horses tied next to the woods before walking up to the city gates, which Anira had never had the chance to see before. They were flung wide open; the left gate hung by a strip of hinges. Anira swallowed her hesitation and walked right back into the city. She could hear herself breathe, could hear every step echo around her. It was as if the city had swallowed up every other source of sound—not a stray cat or dog, not even the wind seemed to pass through.
“Emptier than it was the last time we walked through these streets,” she whispered.
“Hello?” Yenaten called, before Anira could stop her.
Anira lifted her sword. Nothing but silence greeted them.
“Eerie,” Yenaten said. “And I know we left quite a few behind.”
“I feel like there’s no one here, and also that we’re going to be proven wrong since I’ve said it out loud. Where did Luc say the creature was?”
“Down in the beast cages, next to the prison-tunnels.”
Anira steeled herself. She had no desire to go back into those tunnels. Sugatt’s death was a nightmare that persisted through the last few days. Hour after hour in her sleep, it would repeat itself, each time with a different conclusion, as if she could change the outcome if she just tried hard enough.
A shadow appeared in the alley to her right. Throwing caution to the wind, she charged before it could get the chance to jump on her.
Someone yelped.
“Anira!” Renel stumbled backward, hands held up before she could gut him. She grabbed him by the arm and hauled him out into the open. He started coughing. “Thank the heavens,” Renel gasped. “I thought it was the ka-eng.”
“I had the same thought,” Anira said. She pulled him to his feet. “It’s good to see a friendly face.”
He frowned. “I don’t know if Sugatt would agree to that.”
“He’s dead,” she said.
His mouth fell open. “Oh,” he managed. “I’m…”
“Tell me what happened here,” she said, brushing it all aside. If you just stop thinking about it for a second, it won’t be real. Just give it a second, Anira. “Tell me what happened to you.”
“I was in the tunnels when the earthquakes happened. It was total chaos. By the time some of us learned there was a chance to escape, it was too late. The ka-eng guards were walking through the tunnels and spearing everyone in their path. I barely got out before it happened to me, too.”
“That explains why there weren’t as many people flocking into town as I expected,” Yenaten broke in.
“I think I saw the ka-eng go after many of them. I hid in the streets instead—didn’t think they would have expected that. It was dumb, in retrospect. I’ve been sitting here starving for days, too scared to find a way out. The ka-eng left, but I didn’t want to believe they all did.”
“What do you mean the ka-eng left?” Anira asked.
Renel pointed at the road. “They left. They took horses, and they left.”
“Did you see which way they went?”
“There are only two roads winding through the city,” Yenaten said. “The innkeeper told me they’d take supplies out from the southern one—never all the way to the city, but they would deposit it somewhere on the road and get paid there. We didn’t see them that way, so I’m guessing they went north.”
“North, into the mountains? There’s a road there?”
“It barely looks like a road, but it must have once been. There're no trees growing through it.”
Anira turned back to Renel. “Did you see Luc and the others? They returned to look for the carriage.”
“I didn’t hear them at all,” Renel said. “If they were, they weren’t here for very long. Maybe they followed the ka-eng.”
They gazed at each other for a heartbeat.
“I’m going to go after them,” Anira said. She started walking back to her horse.
“Let me go with you,” Renel offered.
“We’ve got only two horses,” Anira replied. “Go back to town and wait for us there. You need to rest, anyway.”
He looked conflicted, but eventually, he bowed. “I’m sorry about your brother,” he said, finally finishing what he’d tried to say earlier. “Family is still family once it’s all said and done. I know he meant the world to you. I could see it in your eyes.”
“At least he can’t hurt anyone anymore,” Anira whispered.
Yenaten looked like she had something to say to that. Instead, she dug her heels into her horse and rode ahead.




Chapter Four
The clouds allowed a sliver of sunlight to peer through about an hour after they found the northern road, which seemed to be connected to the city through the tunnels. It shone over the onslaught of hoofprints drenched in the mud, which made the road itself almost unpassable. Not that it was much of a road in the first place—to the naked eye, it looked like a strip of dirt and rock through which centuries’ worth of undergrowth had already done its damage. The tracks were its clearest defining feature, and the fact that the horses were sinking through to their shoulders meant it had gone unused for far too long.
They drove the horses through the narrow strip between the road itself and where the trees started. The roots underneath provided a more stable surface to walk on.
“They were in a hurry,” Yenaten said casually. She pointed at a spear someone had dropped.
“Maybe they were under attack.”
“Don’t see any bodies.”
A hawk whistled from above. Anira was just about to admire it for when she caught something flash in the bushes. She grabbed Yenaten’s horse’s bridle.
“Run!” she called, before digging her heels into her own mare.
The arrows came tearing out of the bushes, embedding themselves into the tree trunks where Yenaten and Anira had been standing moments ago.
“Hunting cry,” Anira gasped as their horses galloped forward. “Bird saw something. Didn’t think there’d be prey about…not so soon after all the rain this morning…”
“Don’t hold your breath yet. Here they come.”
Two people appeared on horseback behind them. They didn’t look like ka-eng, nor were they dressed in the elaborate robes of the ka-eng’s human servants. They drifted apart, each forcing their horses on opposite sides as if to trap Anira and Yenaten between them.
But then they veered into the bush. A third rider appeared, a large, armoured man on a black horse. He had a giant halberd in his right hand, a wicked-looking thing larger than Anira’s head. One swing of it could probably cut her horse in half.
Anira drew her sword before forcing her own horse behind Yenaten’s.
“What are you doing?” Yenaten gasped.
Anira ignored her. She yanked the horse to the left, watching as the rider prepared to sweep her off her mount. She screamed to the horse, urging her to go even faster. The man swung the halberd to his right.
She spun into a circle, galloping right into the man’s own mount, right underneath his weapon’s reach.
It was a risky move. Her horse was bucking under the saddle in fear already and facing a warhorse was asking too much from it. Anira was only hoping that the mare’s youth would overcome it. She surged forward, ignoring all sense. The tight maneuver proved too much for the other rider who lost control of his horse as he tried to swing his halberd back towards Anira. The horse stumbled forward, crashing into the mud.
Anira jumped off her horse and rushed at the man.
He recovered faster than she’d hoped. Her only advantage lay in the fact that he couldn’t draw a weapon fast enough. As he got up, she struck, slicing him on his right arm. He bent down on one knee, grabbed the halberd, and made a slow but powerful movement meant to cut and stab at the same time.
She ducked, sliding just below the shaft before she struck him once more on the same arm. He picked her up, as if she was nothing more than a yapping dog and hurled her straight into the mud. He stepped on her belly and prepared his halberd.
The ground sank in from underneath and she rolled to the side just as the blade struck. It went deep into the ground. The man tried to pull the halberd from the mud and found it stuck, just as his own feet sank. He dropped it and turned to draw his sword instead, but Anira by then had already doubled back. She pressed the edge of her blade next to his throat.
He smiled as he let go of his sword. It disappeared into the mud.
“You can’t live off luck,” he said in a rough voice. He sounded almost amused. It was in Kag, and she had picked up enough in the weeks she spent with Luc to understand.
“There’s a chance if you make it yourself,” she replied.
Someone screamed in the distance. No—something. Anira’s skin crawled at the sound. It was inhuman. For a moment, she thought something must have happened to Yenaten.
The man took the opportunity while she was distracted to grab his gloved fingers around the blade and yank it away. He was so strong that the force sent her staggering. She held on to her blade as she took a punch to the cheek. It felt like a rock had struck her. He leered over her and grabbed her by the shirt, half-lifting her into the air before smashing her back into the mud, his arm pressing her down. She had the sense he wanted to crush her lungs and squeeze the air out of her body with his sheer weight.
She wrapped her arms around his own and bit him in the neck.
He grabbed her by the hair as he attempted to tear her off him. She just sank her teeth further, knowing it may be her only choice. He stumbled back, freeing her from his vice-like grip. She tasted blood before he finally succeeded in prying her off him.
Yenaten’s horse came running past them. “Anira!” she called.
Anira grabbed her outstretched arm and hoisted herself in the back of the saddle, sword and all. The horse vaulted forward, struggling under their combined weights. But no matter how slow it was, it was still faster than the man, who howled as he scrabbled through the mud after them. Anira watched him grow smaller in the distance, her ears still ringing.
“Your head still attached to your body back there?” Yenaten called.
“I’m not sure,” Anira said. “Ask me again in a minute.”
“I caught sight of a carriage up ahead. It must be the one we’re looking for. We can ride away or run after it. Your choice.”
She sucked in her breath. “Let’s do it.”
“Crazy bitch.” But Yenaten urged the horse to go faster.
Anira saw the shape of the carriage at the top of the hill just before the road dipped down again. “You recognize the driver?” she asked.
“I have the same thought as you,” Yenaten said. “These aren’t Luc’s mercenaries.”
“Then he won’t object if we kill some.”
“I like this new Anira. The old Anira was boring.”
“Ten—”
“We’re coming close. Get ready!”
She steeled herself, ignoring the throbbing in her body as she readied the blade in her hand. If they got near the driver, she could make a swing for the horses, which would hopefully frighten them out of control and force the carriage off the road.
They reached the back of the carriage. Anira realized they’d made a mistake. They didn’t have to get too close for her to realize it wasn’t the creature’s steel-plated carriage at all. But it was too late to stop the horses now. As she tried to gather her thoughts, the doors to the carriage swung open and a woman shot out like an arrow loosed from a bow, stabbing their horse right in the throat.
Anira fell to the ground like a bag of bones, the mud mixing with the horse’s blood. Since she hadn’t been sitting on the saddle, she was flung somewhat further than Yenaten, who was holding on as the horse crumpled to her knees. The attacker, the woman, went for her.
She avoided the first strike and drew her sword. The woman, who stood about a foot shorter and was lither in body, simply stabbed her from the back. The sword—a thin blade that looked like it would bend if pulled just the right way—went into Yenaten’s shoulder. She struck it away and turned. The woman pulled back, nicked her in the knee, and then tried to run her through the belly.
Anira reached them a moment later. She slashed at the woman’s legs, but she wasn’t there when her blade reached the spot. An elbow struck the side of her torso, followed by a fist to her jaw. She narrowly avoided getting floored by the strike—the woman’s punch struck her ear instead. But it was immediately followed by a knee to the belly.
Yenaten pounced from behind. They had the woman trapped. She seemed unfazed, almost as if the situation was just a fact of life and not a thing that threatened it. Anira realized she’d called their bluff—Sandigan hadn’t turned her into a killer and it had done a poorer job with Yenaten. Neither of them were prepared to kill as much as this other woman was rearing to. The woman gave the faintest of smiles before sliding her sword into Yenaten’s gut.
Anira screamed, Yenaten’s anguish sliding out through her throat instead. The woman pulled the blade out and prepared to stab her a second time.
An arrow flew past her exposed hand, drawing blood before it embedded itself into a tree trunk.
As if it was merely a flea bite, the woman clamped her other hand around the wound before dropping to the ground. Anira rushed to Yenaten’s side. She was still alive, but Anira didn’t know for how long. She pressed her hand into Yenaten’s belly and looked up to see their enemy running for the carriage. The horses were stopped on the side of the road—the arrows had taken their driver, too. He was slumped into the reins, blood dripping all over the seats.
She pulled the body off the carriage, swung into the seat, and tore off into the distance. The carriage doors flapped against the wind, and for a moment, Anira glimpsed the inside. It was covered in blood.
“Run,” Yenaten told Anira. “Forget about me.”
“Don’t be silly! I’m not leaving you!”
“Run, Anira!”
She wrapped her arms around Yenaten tightly. Once with Sugatt was enough. She would not abandon anyone again, even if it meant both of them would die together.
“You idiot,” Yenaten whispered into her hair. “Not everyone deserves this loyalty, you know? Not even me.”
“I told you. It’s not about you.”
“You idiot,” she repeated, patting Anira’s cheek.
They heard hooves.
Someone yanked Anira to her feet, forcing her hands to let go of Yenaten. She prepared to take another blow when she found herself staring into the eyes of the Oren-yaro captain from town. The man pressed his fingers into her chin, looking into her eyes, before he took a step back. He bowed.
“Lady Anira,” he greeted.
Anira looked around as Jinsein soldiers dismounted from their horses.
“I am Captain Pargas,” the soldier continued. “I was sent by Warlord Yeshin and Lord Tashigo, General Kassho’s son, to find him and his retinue.” He pointed to one of the riders. “Your man there alerted us to your whereabouts.”
“Renel,” Anira said.
Renel bowed. “Looks like we came just in time.”
“I don’t know about that.” Anira he gestured at her cousin. “Lady Yenaten is hurt.”
Pargas snapped his fingers. A few of his men leaped from their horses to attend to her.
“I suppose Renel told you everything,” she said.
“Everything. The Kag mercenaries, these corrupt ancients.”
Another soldier appeared with a black mare which he offered to Anira. “We’re going after the creature,” Pargas said. “Warlord Yeshin wants it, and I’m not the man to tell him he can’t have it.”
Anira grunted as she swung into the saddle. “That carriage, captain. We thought it was the same one containing the creature, but it’s not. It’s empty.”
“We saw them throwing pieces of meat out from it.,” Renel said. “Whole chunks of dead animal.”
Anira blinked. That explained all the blood streaks she’d seen inside. “We must have missed it.”
“They were throwing them into the wood. It was the strangest thing. We’ll find out why when we catch up to them. Something tells me this has something to do with Warlord Yeshin’s beast. If that creature went north, these people will know something.” Pargas whistled to his men.
“Anira—” Yenaten called.
“I’ll be all right,” she said. “You worry about not dying.”
“I’ll try. Hey—” She grabbed Anira’s hand. “Don’t be a hero unless you have to be, cousin. Don’t give what you can’t take back. Most people won’t do the same for you.”
Anira embraced her briefly before she swung into her new horse and followed the soldiers up the road.




Chapter Five
Roena wrapped her wound in a strip of cloth in the time it took for her to unhook the carriage, cut off the harness traces, and get on a horse. She was running on nothing but frazzled energy. Those damned women were harder to kill than they looked, and she had no one but herself to blame for her carelessness.
A few minutes into the road, Demon came thundering from behind on his enormous horse. He was missing a helmet and bleeding from at least two cuts that she could see. His halberd was also nowhere in sight.
“Took you long enough!” she roared at him.
“Those gnats got in the way,” he spat. “Tell me you killed them.”
“One, maybe,” she said. “Didn’t stop to check. We were ambushed.”
“I saw. Jinseins. Probably their friends. Too bad about Rek. No way for a man to go.”
“You going soft on me, Demon?”
“I had dibs on his boots. Couldn’t stop to grab them.”
“Consider me corrected.”
They heard the inhuman scream in the distance—the long, low wail of a monster deprived of its prey.
“That fucking asshole is still after us,” Roena said. “What did you think those bitches want?”
“They seemed interested in the carriage. Should have told them they made a mistake.”
“All the way out here—they’ve got to be bandits. They looked like bandits.”
“Might be. Might’ve broken from their army to turn to raiding. Not uncommon. Heard they run a tight ship down there. I would.” His cloak was starting to bother him now, and he unhooked it, letting it loose. It soared into the wind like a sail. “We have to meet up with the others.”
“I don’t want to lead the bandits right into them. They’re expecting one beast, not over a dozen armoured soldiers. It’ll be slaughter.”
“What are you saying?”
She gathered the reins in her hands and pointed to the west. “There’s that old stone bridge. We could force them to march through there, take them out one by one.”
“What are you going to do about arrows?”
“If I meet someone who could take me out from that distance, I’ll gladly let him win.”
Demon laughed. “I knew I liked you better than Luc!”
“Even after the promotion he gave you?”
“If I wasn’t so out of shape, I could have snapped those bitches in half!”
Roena smiled, but deep inside, she wasn’t sure. That woman who’d snuck up on her—something about her felt wrong, as if Roena would be a fool to underestimate her. Skill in battle was only partly about the physical mechanics of it. Sheer power could be easily used against you; it didn’t matter how strong you were or how well you could enact an agile display if you got a knife to the throat before you could show off. For Roena, who could never win with brawn, battles were always a mind game—a combination of brazen confidence that you would deal the opponent as much pain as they feared and then hoping they make a mistake so you can score the killing blow.
When Roena fought with the woman, she saw someone who seemed unaffected by the impending threat. Someone who saw death flashing before her eyes, who acknowledged it, and yet seemed unaffected. Roena felt like she was out of practice. She had seen that look in battle-hardened men and grizzled veterans, but never a young woman before.
She tried to push it out of her mind. The last thing she needed was to start doubting herself, especially since Luc had so casually accused her of looking at this entire thing like a game. It wasn’t anymore—not with Yn Garr as a client and their whole lives on the line. Luc seemed to have forgotten they were supposed to be partners; that they shared not just successes, but failures, too. She figured he was angry with her for leaving in the first place, but it wasn’t as if she could explain about Tadriel to him right in front of the rest of the crew.
They crossed the bridge, which ran across the narrow portion of the river. She didn’t know where it led to. They had stumbled on it yesterday for the first time and she remembered just wondering how unusual it was to see a length of bridge like that in the middle of nowhere. As far as she could tell, there was nothing but wilderness around them. The road was overgrown, and they had seen no one else on it since they left the city. If that goddamned beast hadn’t started chasing them, she would have had more time to admire it, especially since she had never seen anything half as beautiful as the surrounding land. Instead of thick, dark woodland, the trees grew sparsely; most were stunted and those at the edge of the river stood no higher than her knees. It gave the hills and low-lying mountains the look of grassland, softened by the framing of tree-shadows. And the river itself was crystal blue, with milky water that seemed to swallow light and shadow alike. She couldn’t see through it, couldn’t tell if there were fish lying underneath the thick reeds along the bank or if anything else lurked in those depths. It was so beautiful you wouldn’t think so, but Roena had grown up right at the edge of the haunted woods of the Kag—she trusted nothing that hadn’t been made by humans.
She galloped ahead of Demon and reached the other end of the bank. Before the horse’s back hooves had touched the ground, she heard a horn in the far distance. The Jinseins hadn’t wasted time catching up to them. But something else in the distance caught her eye. It was the trees east of the road, the stunted krummholz bending as if something cloaked in shadow was shoving its way through it.
“They behind me?” Demon bellowed.
She nodded. “Get your fat ass up here!”
“I thought you wanted to cut them down one by one.” Demon yanked the reins from one side, making his horse turn in a circle so he could face the enemy. He drew his sword, holding it away from his body.
A shadow emerged from the edge of the wood.
“Why do all the hard work when you can get someone else to do it for you?” Roena called.
Demon’s eyes widened as the monster launched itself at the tail end of the soldiers. There was the sickening crunch of armour and bone as it mowed through the bodies. Roena forced herself to stare at the thing. Since it had tracked them from Sandigan, she had seen only glimpses of it in the dark. They’d baited their supply carriage in the hopes of getting it to reveal itself. Now, in full daylight, it didn’t disappoint. It was a manticore: the size of three horses, with the body and long limbs of a lion that ended in sharp claws. Scaled, flightless wings sprouted from its torso. But its most prominent feature was the scorpion’s tail, all black and scaled and spurting venom. It stabbed every soldier in its path with its stinger, pumping toxins until their faces bloated and turned purple. Only then did it rip their bodies apart.
It turned to the soldiers who had made it over the bridge and carefully walked towards them with a cat’s stalking prowl, tail swinging left and right like a pendulum of death. The soldiers were trapped with Roena and Demon on one side and the monster on the other. Roena realized the manticore’s face only faintly looked feline. It looked human, too.
The soldiers urged their horses faster across the bridge. Demon readied himself as the first attempted to slide past him and cut off the man’s head—and his horse’s—in one stroke. As the bodies tumbled along the sandy shore, he dug his heels into his horse to return to the bridge, heading straight for the next soldier in line.
The soldier was having none of this. He rushed Demon, spear to the fore. His companions joined his charge.
Demon’s sword struck the spear as he attempted to grapple with the two soldiers on horseback. A third attempted to jump past them. Roena forced her own mount to close the gap. She dove, sword high in the air. She stabbed the soldier right in the throat, a clean cut followed with a strike across his neck. She grabbed the horse, pushing the body off of it as she attempted to use the thing to block the bridge.
They were all closing in on each other now as the other soldiers, fleeing the monster, tried to get close. Roena saw the woman from earlier right in the back of the group, her eyes on the monster. She still didn’t look frightened. The only clear emotion on her face was grief.
Before Roena could stop to think about that any further, she felt the bridge shake. She heard timber bending right in the middle, followed by the cracking sound of stone.
“Get the hell out!” she screamed at Demon, attempting to return to the bank. But it was too late. The bridge crumbled and fell into the lake, taking everyone down with it.
Roena’s leg was stuck to the saddle as she and her horse plunged into the blue water. She couldn’t see through the cloudy thickness of it, even when she opened her eyes. Bubbles burst from her mouth as she attempted to dislodge the leather strap from around her heel. She could feel the tangled traces, but the wet leather seemed to have momentarily shrunk and the horse’s struggling made it difficult to undo the knot.
She drew her sword and began to blindly cut through the tangles, her senses slipping as her body struggled for breath. Eventually, she felt the stirrup pop off, which allowed her to kick upward. She managed to make it to the surface. The horse reappeared next to her—without her dragging it down, it seemed to remember how to swim after all. The horse allowed her to get close, letting her wrap her arms around its neck.
The mare half-carried her to the shore, where she fell down, coughing past strands of wet hair. It took a few minutes for her to feel like herself again. She looked around. She wasn’t anywhere near the bridge. The current must have carried her further downriver. She hoped it carried the monster even further. She couldn’t see any signs of it, or the other; the Jinsein soldiers were in full armour, and she guessed some must have drowned—she couldn’t imagine being able to swim with all that metal weighing you down.
Something moved on the bank slightly upriver. She pushed the horse aside and walked forward, sword ready.
The woman emerged. She stumbled into the sand, coughing.
Roena got close, preparing to skewer her before she recovered.
“Truce,” she called, as Roena got within earshot. She said the word with a thick accent. She coughed again before rolling to her side to face the sun. She stared into Roena’s eyes.
“Why would I do that?” Roena asked, somewhat amused. “You attacked us first!”
Confusion crossed her features.
“We…did not attack you,” she said at last. “You attacked us.”
“Say what you want, lady,” Roena replied. “I recall being in the middle of something and then having two women interrupt what was quite an important mission for our group.”
“The carriage. The meat. Were you trying to draw the monster out?”
“Which monster?” The woman’s eyes glimmered, and Roena realized she’d slipped. She closed her mouth, then opened it again. “Why were you on the northern road?”
The woman turned away.
Roena smiled, in return. “Not going to talk, are you? You can’t fool me. Sandigan is a dead city and that northern road is unused. We don’t even know where it leads to. Why were you following us, if you didn’t mean to rob us?”
“We’re not robbers,” she said. “We were looking for someone. We followed the tracks north.”
“Then why were you chasing us?”
“Because you attacked us!”
“I guess it doesn’t matter if you lie,” Roena said. “We’re here now, and there’s nothing on me worth killing me over. All I’ve got is a sword I can run you through with and a half-dead horse.” She pointed the blade at her. “Get up!”
The woman complied.
“Now run,” Roena said.
The woman looked around. “To where?” They were surrounded by wilderness left and right, with no road or path leading out of the bank.
Roena shrugged. “Anywhere. It’s not my problem.”
“The monster could still be out there.”
“Like I said, not my problem.”
“You don’t need help if it attacks again?”
Roena licked her lips. The woman had a point. “Do you have anything to defend yourself with?” she asked.
The woman indicated the sword at her hip.
“Truce,” the woman said again. “Like I said.”
Her eyes gleamed as she stared at Roena. She’s hiding something. I know she is. But she wasn’t likely going to get it out of her if she just asked nicely.
Roena sheathed her sword and held out her hand.
The woman took it. Her grip was firm, unlike other Jinseins Roena had met. Someone had taught her how to shake hands like a Kag. “I’m Anira,” she said.
“Roena.” She pointed at the woods. “Now, let’s see if we can at least get to the road. We might get so bored we kill each other again.”
“I won’t fight you.”
“We’ll see about that.” She whistled to the horse before walking straight into the wilderness.




Chapter Six
Anira had never met anyone who looked as untrustworthy as the woman who called herself Roena did.
As they walked, she mulled over a few things. The carriage they had encountered wasn’t the same one that housed the beast Yeshin sought, but Roena’s slip-up—which monster?—told her everything she needed to know. Roena and her crew must have gone up here after the ka-eng, and ran right into trouble along the way. If Anira was to find out more—where the dragon was, and possibly Luc, she knew she had to play along. Roena seemed unaware that Jinseins had been searching for the dragon all these last few months, and Anira was more than happy to keep her ignorant.
Roena, it seemed, had the same idea. Anira could tell she limited the things she said in order to keep Anira in the dark. Her story was as benign as anything you could come up with on the fly: She was riding north with her friends. They were exploring the area. The carriage was supposed to be a decoy for the manticore which had been stalking them; when Anira and Yenaten had come across it, they were baiting the monster with meat to trap it.
“How long had the thing been chasing you?” Anira asked.
“Days,” Roena replied. “It came from the city.”
Anira had been hoping it didn’t and that what she saw on the riverbank was a lie conjured by her grief-stricken mind. She’d looked into the beast’s eyes when it was attacking the soldiers. Something about it was familiar. She couldn’t explain the sensation, but it was like looking in the mirror. The creature had her brother’s face.
It was a trick of the light. It can’t be anything else. They didn’t have time to do to him what they did to Ilus. If nothing else, be thankful he died fast.
The river had taken them further than they thought, or Roena, who wouldn’t let her walk ahead, was going in the wrong direction. By the time the sun was sinking on the mountains in the horizon, they were still in the woods.
“We have to stop and build a fire,” Anira said, when she realized Roena had no intention of stopping. “You seem to have taken us in a wide circle, and I don’t want to walk right into some monster’s lair. A fire will keep most wild animals away.”
Roena’s hands twitched.
“You still don’t trust me,” Anira said. “I understand. We can stare at each other from across the fire. If I go for my sword, or you go for yours, we’ll both know.”
Roena crossed her arms. “I’ll pick the spot.”
Anira gestured. The woman walked back in the river's direction until they came upon a stretch of sandy shore. She looked around listlessly, still refusing to meet Anira in the eyes as in the past few hours. Eventually, she sat on a rock. She kept her hand on her sword.
“Go on,” Roena said. “Build that fire.”
“I didn’t realize I was your hostage and your servant.”
Roena gave a grim smile. “You could fight me if you disagree.”
Anira sniffed. “It’s all we’ve done all day. Don’t you ever tire of fighting?”
“No,” Roena replied. She sounded honest.
“Good for you. I do.” She strode off to gather sticks. Roena didn’t even try to help. She just stayed on the rock, her back to the river. Anira felt as if she would rather freeze to death than risk being made to look like a fool.
After Anira had gathered the firewood, she found the matches in her pockets. She had packed them from the inn and she was hoping they would still work even if they were soaked. To her relief, one sparked almost as soon as she struck it. The fire blazed, driving away the worst of the biting cold. She slumped down in front of the flames and saw that Roena hadn’t budged from her position.
“If I was a bandit, I would know these woods better,” Anira said. “And I would have left because you clearly have nothing I can steal.”
“So many words,” Roena grunted. “Does it bother you that much, knowing someone is thinking the worst of you?”
“Yes,” Anira said.
“That’s inconvenient.”
“I wouldn’t know what you were doing out here, so I wouldn’t know if you were carrying anything valuable,” Anira said. “You were in Sandigan. You yourself said no one takes the northern road. Let me guess—you’re the robbers, come to loot the city and then follow the elite to see if they have any other treasures themselves.”
“We can do this all night,” Roena replied. “Level accusations at each other, hoping we can chip away at the truth.”
Anira pressed her hands over her knees. “You’re right. So how about we play a game? Tell me two lies and a truth, and we can leave the other guessing.”
“Why are you so intent on chatting?”
“It keeps the cold away,” Anira said. She pointed at the darkness. “And the monsters.”
“Where I come from, silence is the best weapon against monsters,” Roena replied. “You wouldn’t want them to know where you are.”
“Two lies and a truth,” Anira repeated.
“I am a mother,” Roena said, out of nowhere.
Anira stared at her slim, shapely form and the dead-set expression in her eyes. It seemed like a lie, but the way it burst through her lips made it feel like a secret she had been wanting badly to get out into the air.
“I love my husband,” Roena continued, her eyes twitching.
That one’s clearly a lie, Anira thought.
“—and I am here to explore this wonderful land, full of strange wonders and exotic people.” She brushed her trousers down nonchalantly, regaining a hold of herself after that smallest flair of emotion. She glanced back at Anira with a steel gaze. “There. Now it’s your turn.”
Anira cleared her throat. “I’m a hunter.” She stared at the sky. “I’m a faithful servant of Jin-Sayeng, and…” She paused. “I’m the third child in our family.”
She didn’t know why she said either of the last two; she didn’t know which was the lie and which was the truth. Both, and neither. She realized she wasn’t done mourning. She hadn’t even really begun.
They heard something moving in the bushes.
“I knew talking wasn’t smart,” Roena finally said, pushing herself up from the rock. “Is anyone out there? Come out before we run you through!”
They heard giggling.
Anira rushed around the fire just as the creatures jumped out from the shadows. They looked like ka-eng, but more hunched over and covered in a thick layer of fur.
“You’re trespassers,” one spoke in Kag. Its accent was harsh, half an animal’s growl. “You’re coming with us.”
“Too many intruders, walking everywhere,” another said. “Yes. We need you to come. Explain.”
“Or else?” Roena asked.
“Or else we cook you over that fire,” a third piped up. “We haven’t had human in a very long time.”
They started giggling as more emerged from the bushes. Roena gnashed her teeth and rushed at the closest one; the creature pounced on her in return, tackling her to the ground before her sword could make its mark. It kept her pinned down while the others looked at Anira with yellow eyes.
“Are you going to fight, too?” the first one asked.
Anira let the sword fall from her fingers. “No,” she said. “Take us to your camp.”
The creatures’ camp was a stone’s throw away from the river: a small gathering of huts situated around a pathway that was better maintained than the northern road. Even though it was late at night, multiple fires were burning, filling the air with the scent of roasted fish and wood smoke. Anira felt her stomach grumble. They would have stumbled into it eventually, and Anira thought it was probably better to enter this way. If the creatures thought they were under attack, they would probably be impaled with the sharp spears in their hands before Anira could say otherwise. And who knows what Roena would have done. Anira figured she was the type to kill first and ask questions later, even if it sparked a misunderstanding that would doom them all.
“We’re kusyani,” the leader of the patrol explained. “The ka-eng’s murderous brother, if you would believe anything they say.” He smiled, showing long, canine-like teeth.
“Both the ka-eng and kusyani were the original inhabitants of this continent,” Roena broke in. She was more subdued since they’d relieved her of her sword, though she still looked like she would fight her way through the group with her fists if she could. “They were already at war with each other before the first people ever set foot here.”
“The Kag knows her history,” the leader agreed. “We are, in fact, at the heart of that conflict. The mountains around Gaspar were always our home, and until people arrived to interfere, the ka-eng were happy enough to leave us be. But then they started working with humans, and…”
He glanced at the village with an almost wistful expression.
“And what, Captain Noach?” an elder from near the fire spoke up. “Finish what you were about to say. These humans need to know the part they played, unwilling participants though they may have been.”
“Grandmother Siana,” Noach said, saluting. He was still using the Kag word, for their benefit.
“I heard the humans stole the ka-eng’s children,” Anira spoke up.
“They were stolen, or they were sold by fellow ka-eng, who knows?” the elder asked. “Every side believes themselves to be the oppressed. There is nothing wrong with it until it’s used as justification for further oppression.” She bade them to sit on each side of her. Anira folded her legs easily, but Roena remained standing, her legs as stiff as her lip.
“If you hate the ka-eng so much, then you must know where these other intruders have gone,” Roena said. “My group has been tracking them. Lead us to them, and we’ll get rid of them for you.”
Siana didn’t seem impressed. She rubbed her hands together before tugging on her whiskers. “My patrols have counted a few hundred of the bastards. Are you sure you have enough to fight them all? I see only two of you.”
“I have friends—” Roena began.
“Hundreds of friends?”
“We won’t have you bring war upon our lands again,” Noach said. “Every time you do, we lose. Our rivers get polluted, our forests are razed…”
The old woman held up a hand. “Enough.”
Noach scowled.
“We came here because those ka-eng are holding something valuable,” Roena continued. “Valuable, and dangerous. Assist me and this war won’t happen. Tell me where they went.”
“The ka-eng fled to an old outpost in the mountains,” Siana said. “A castle, to be honest, one they haven’t used since the days when they were actively hunting our people down to kill them. You can understand why we’re nervous.” Despite her words, she looked calm. A youngster arrived with a bowl, and she handed it over to Anira. It was filled with what looked like fresh fish cured in vinegar, ginger, and red chilies.
The woman paused. “You don’t have claws. Right.” She procured a knife and placed it on the ground.
Anira picked it up and used it to stab a sliver of fish with. The flesh was nearly orange under the light. She realized the kusyani were watching her, and she felt a tinge of self-consciousness. She didn’t want to be rude. She slipped the fish into her mouth. The flesh tasted almost sweet, reminding her of fresh coconut, cut straight from the husk. It even had the same springy texture.
Siana seemed pleased to see her eat another bite. She turned to Roena and nodded at the youngster who offered her her own bowl and knife. Roena pressed it against her belly before eventually sitting down. She didn’t look like she wanted to eat anything, and it almost looked like she was considering attacking the elder with the knife, but hunger must have won. She carefully slipped a slice of fish into her mouth. After a moment of chewing, she went back in for a second bite.
Anira muttered a soft word of thanks to the gods before turning back to her food.
“They fled their city and then holed up in an ancient bastion,” Roena finally said, after she had sated her hunger. “Do they expect to be under attack soon?”
“That’s what we were hoping you could tell us,” Siana said.
“The ka-eng are a dying people,” Anira broke in. “Surely they can’t be thinking of launching an attack on yours?”
“Unless they’ve partnered up with humans again.” The elder looked down mournfully.
“What would you have us do?” Roena asked. “I assume we can’t just walk out of your camp unaccosted. You didn’t drag us in here just to feed us.”
Noach struck his fist. “The nerve of a Kag to question our hospitality!”
Siana snorted. “We fed you because we received reports of two bedraggled women trading barbed words over a fire, with nary a thing to eat between them. Your next step would be to start walking through our land, trampling the bush and taking food we’ve earmarked for our livestock or ourselves. This way is easier.” She patted her lap. “But since you’ve brought it up…there is a thing you can do, and one that you’ll probably be happy to carry out, having gone all the way here in the first place.”
“You want us to get rid of the ka-eng,” Anira said.
Siana nodded. “Noach here will assist you. Do that, and you and your kind will be allowed to leave unharmed.”
“You know where the rest of my men are, don’t you?” Roena asked.
Siana’s eyes twinkled. “We’ve seen their camp, yes.”
“If you want us to get rid of the ka-eng, I’ll need to rejoin them,” Roena said. “You can hardly expect me to do anything alone.”
“I thought you were with your friend here.” Noach nodded towards Anira.
Roena crossed her arms. “She’s not a Blackwood Marauder.”
Anira stared at the ground. She was afraid that to look at Roena would reveal more than her intent. Roena…Roena Blackwood. She’d been wondering why the name seemed familiar. Luc had never mentioned her name to Anira directly, but she’d heard Hana speak of her in passing. The woman was Luc’s partner, the one everyone was convinced had already abandoned the group even before they set out here. She must have changed her mind and tracked them down.
It doesn’t matter, she told herself. Distractions were why she was here in the first place; her brother was dead because she couldn’t get her act together. What Luc did with his life wasn’t her concern. But it seemed as if their paths were going to cross once more.
“I’ll take you to them,” Noach said. “And if you get rid of the ka-eng, you might all even get to leave together.”




Chapter Seven
Luc stared at the moonlight glancing off the surface of the river and swore for the eighteenth time that night.
Demon rubbed his ears.
“I know,” he snapped as he wrapped the woolen clock tighter around his sodden body. “You don’t have to remind me. I told you. I tried to fish her out, but the current was too strong and by the time I’d taken off half my armour to swim for her she wasn’t anywhere in sight. Why are you so concerned, anyway? I thought you hated her.”
Luc scowled. “Hated her? Where did you get that idea?”
“All that pouting, and the arguments…”
Luc groaned and turned to Hana, who was prodding the fire with her boot.
“She knows how to swim,” Hana said. “Assuming she’s drowned is about the worst thing you busy yourself with. Remember, this is Roena we’re talking about. The woman is hard to kill, even when you try. We’ll find her in the morning, probably complaining we didn’t find her sooner—I’d stake my life on it. Stop worrying. It’s getting on my nerves.”
Luc sighed. “This is bad. We don’t know where the ka-eng have disappeared to, and we still haven’t gotten rid of the beast. Without Roena…”
“Well,” Hana said, shrugging. “You were doing fine without her, weren’t you?”
He frowned. “This isn’t the time.”
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You don’t have to.”
“I just think—”
“There it is.”
“—that you should have told her about Anira.”
Luc stared at Hana before giving a grim smile. “I don’t see why that’s any of her business.”
“You’re partners.”
“Not that way. She’s all but made that clear. Who am I to impose?”
Hana threw her hands up. “Well then, you should have kept business and pleasure separate if you knew this was going to be an issue. Didn’t you hear her, Luc? She came back for you.”
“Is it really necessary to listen to any of this?” Demon interjected.
“Can’t let an aging woman have her gossip, can you?” Hana snarled. “Go on guard duty or join the others up the hill!”
“Thank you,” Demon growled, striding away.
Luc sighed as soon as he disappeared in the brush. He returned to the fire and sat down next to Hana. “What do I do?” he asked.
“Oh, now you’re interested in what I have to say.”
“When did I ever not—”
“Tell her. You were with someone else and now that it’s over…”
Luc glanced away.
Hana frowned. “It’s not over, is it? Ah, Agartes, Luc. I thought we were done with the Jins.”
“You shouldn’t—”
“My point is, where did you think that was going to lead? Anira had her own life, if you recall. The life you have is hardly worth offering her—she’s a lady in the ruling clan of her people, if you recall—and I don’t see you running off to plant rice soon.”
“That’s the part that stings,” Luc said. “In there, in that arena, everything felt…comical. The way they forced us to fight losing battle after losing battle, all to see us scramble to survive. They made us see what it meant to truly have no choice, to be robbed of every fighting chance so that our survival, despite our best intentions, was left up to the gods. Without this damned luck of mine, I don’t even know how we got out!”
“You flatter the gods too much at the expense of devaluing your own ingenuity.”
“And then we’re out here, and it feels the same.” He laughed. “I thought the freedom would come all the sweeter now that we don’t have the ka-eng’s shackles around our necks. But it’s not so different after all. Yn Garr is there, yet another rich, powerful man who has our lives in his grip. When Anira returns home, how is her warlord going to react? Will he want to send her after the thing again? Will he blame her for her uncle’s failure? If he punishes her, I’ll be directly responsible. I can’t make a decision that won’t come at the expense of someone I care for.”
“Pick Roena,” Hana said easily. “We’re your family. Before we went out here, you didn’t even know Anira existed.”
“This isn’t about picking someone.”
“Then pray, Luc, what’s the problem? Most men would be happy with the idea that he’s got willing women to fuck. Gods know, I’ve just about given up on what they see in you.” She reached forward to tussle his hair. “To me, you’re still that little farm boy we tripped over and ended up saving our lives.”
“Thanks,” he grumbled. He pressed his hands over his head and fell silent. He could hear nothing but the crickets and the crackling of the flames.
Hana cleared her throat. “You’re done here, aren’t you?” she asked, growing serious.
Luc didn’t answer.
“You’re done with this life,” Hana continued. “With the fighting. With being a mercenary.”
“I enjoy the time we spend together. The company, helping people solve problems, making their lives a little easier because of our work. I will always appreciate it.” Luc sighed. “But I’m tired of being told how to die.”
“Well,” Hana said under her breath. “There’s the rub.”
He wove his fingers together and stared at the sky. “No one thinks twice about a mercenary soldier who doesn’t even know where he comes from, only that he comes from a people nobody cares about. I thought I’ve made my peace with it. There are moments when I find comfort in letting go. Could we really be regaled throughout the Kag as heroes like Agartes, to have our names engraved in some grand hall somewhere to be remembered for all of time? Of course not—not when I’m the one leading you.”
“I didn’t even think you thought of those things.”
“Sometimes,” Luc said. “It’s partly why I tried so hard to form business connections over at Lionstown. Many of us fell into this life through no choice of our own, but I wanted it to count somehow. I want the names of our fallen companions to someday mean something. And yet even though the Blackwood Marauders has done excellent work, Hana, every time I think of what it takes to be good as a company like the Boarshind, I shudder. I know we need to do more, but I don’t know where to start.”
“Now that Roena has committed to staying, who knows? She’s just the sort of woman who can do the things you can’t. She’s a noble, and she wants a bigger group, Luc.”
“And no doubt she’ll get it, in time,” Luc said. “But maybe without me. I’m holding her back.”
“Luc—”
“I’m tired of being nothing,” he said. “Tired of being the square peg in a round hole. Tired of being these rich old fuckers’ dog, when I know there’s nothing I can do to change the way things are. Roena can play this game her way, I know. But once this is all over…” He took a deep breath. “I’m going to sell her my share of the partnership and leave.”
Hana slapped him.
He felt his cheek burn as she stood over him, and he suddenly remembered she was the one who taught him how to swing a sword. How was that only five years ago? Back then, he had felt so much lighter, the sort of young man who would run wherever the wind dared point him at. Apprehensive but eager, blissfully ignorant, still so convinced he could make a difference because he dared try. How could he have aged in only five years?
“How dare you talk about leaving,” Hana said under her breath. “After everything we’ve been through…”
“You all keep saying I’m not suited for this life,” Luc said. “I’m just agreeing with you.”
“Fuck you.” Hana sounded like she both wanted to cry and tear his head off with her hands.
A mercenary screamed a warning from the hill.
“We’re not done here,” Hana growled, sprinting away from the fire.
Luc drew his sword and vaulted up after her. They crashed into the bushes, bursting into the clearing from a pile of boulders.
The scream started again. It turned frantic.
Against the splash of moonlight, Luc saw the beast from Sandigan holding Treda in its mouth.
Luc used to think he was one of the calmest in the group. Roena, without a question, was the spark that set everything aflame and then some, rivalled only by Demon. Everyone reacted to pressure in different ways, and they used to have long discussions about it way back. Luc, from the vantage point of the office, wanted to make sure he assigned leaders that could remain as level-headed as possible.
But the sight of the beast crunching through Treda’s leg was more than enough to send him into a fury. Blood streamed from his leg to the rest of his body like a waterfall; the beast gnawed through as if he was nothing but a gnarly piece of meat, all gristle and nothing else. Luc ran right into its face. He didn’t know if he could still salvage Treda’s leg, but if the man was still alive, there was a chance.
“Above you, you dumb son of a bitch!” Hana roared.
Luc lifted his sword in time to avoid the giant stinger from lodging itself into his skull and getting a faceful of venom at the same time. The green toxin spewed all over the heather, spraying like a burst water bladder. Vapours rose from the vegetation, which shriveled as it burnt right through.
Luc rolled to the left as the beast made a half-turn. The movement snapped through the rest of Treda’s bone. He made a small sound as he fell to the ground, right beside a patch of venom, which seemed to awaken him—he started screaming as his face began to burn off.
Hana reached him a moment later, which gave Luc time to strike at the beast’s haunches. It was difficult to get a blow in when the thing’s tail was in the way. It kicked backward, its claws digging into the dirt as the stinger now attempted to stab Luc several times. He avoided the blows which struck the ground each time, injecting the voids with so much venom the soil turned green and slippery.
Luc made a running leap for one of the boulders. The beast turned again, intending to savage Luc with its teeth and claws. It roared, sending saliva flying into the air as it lunged.
He stabbed it in the mouth with his sword, heedless of the fangs. Its jaws clamped down on the metal, which only injured itself further. It made another swipe. Luc attempted to dodge and was pulled down to the ground instead.
The beast crawled on top of him as it tried to close its mouth. The blade went through—the top of it jutted out of its nostril. Blood gathered in the folds of its tongue and down its fangs as it opened its jaws again.
Its eyes bore into Luc’s with a spark of light that was almost human. It lasted for a second before fury engulfed its expression again and it closed its mouth around his body. Luc closed his eyes, bracing for the final impact.
Instead, the beast picked him up, like a cat grabbing its infant kitten by the head. As Luc struggled to breathe against the noxious scent of its saliva, it turned around and carried him into the wilderness.
By the time the beast dropped Luc, his head felt like it was full of blood. Dangling from the mouth of a beast as it seemed to leap on every rock and tree in those mountains could do that. He rolled across a wet, stone floor and began to vomit, his ears ringing as his whole life flashed before his eyes. When his surroundings stopped spinning and he could think again, he got up.
Someone sat on the edge of a ledge overlooking him.
“You and your motley crew are possibly the most fascinating people I’ve met in my life,” Lord Marcius’s voice spoke out from above the shadow. “You should be flattered. I don’t say that to just anyone. Three years I’ve been watching the ka-eng’s best fighters, some of them hand-picked from across the continent, and I have yet to meet anyone as persistent as you folk.”
He jumped down, landing on another strip of rock above Luc. He seemed to like that position, which resembled almost every memory Luc had of him. He always had to be up there, looking down on him.
“I mean, what do you have to gain?” Lord Marcius asked. “What, by all the gods, was the point? You already escaped. Why would you still deliver yourself to my clutches?”
“Do you really expect me to have an answer to that?”
Lord Marcius leaned forward, an arm on his knee. “I like you. Luc, is it? I really like you. I’m going to be level with you: that stunt you did back in Sandigan was beyond brilliant. I couldn’t have shown it in front of the assholes, but it was remarkable. You should have seen the look on the ka-eng’s faces. Immortal, ethereal creatures, foiled by the audacity of a handful of humans they took as bait! You knew, of course, that you weren’t expected to live beyond a few battles? Ah, you’re smart. You must have guessed it already. You exceeded their expectations again, and again, and again. It was starting to annoy them.”
He smiled. His chattering little resembled the flourished, practiced speeches he gave when he was on the podium, facing the crowd. Even his appearance looked more frantic—his sparse hair was unkempt and untrimmed over his balding head. He hadn’t had a beard trim in weeks, either.
“Sending it all crashing down on the fuckers’ heads,” he continued, “was the best thing I had seen in my life! It took all my patience not to laugh at their faces. They really do dislike insolence.”
He jumped down another ledge, so that he was now on the same ground where Luc stood. “Work with me,” he said. He held out his hand.
Luc stared at it. “Why?” he asked.
“Why you, or why the need?” Marcius gave a smug grin before crossing his arms. “I’ll answer both. The first: because competence is sorely lacking when it comes to henchmen, and you have it in spades. I looked into you while you were in there. Luc, son of Jak—some nobody from the islands of Gorent—leading a mercenary group in Lionstown…what you’ve accomplished so far is not an easy feat. Most Gorenten in the west are out there scrubbing chamberpots and digging graves.”
“No thanks to Dageians,” Luc said. “And to Kags, who took advantage of the Dageians’ handiwork.”
“You’re more than a winner. You’re a survivor, and I want that on my side.” He pressed his hands together. “What I have planned is going to take more than hired muscle. Tackling the powers in the Kag—the companies, the lords—the ka-eng has given me the means. They have gained a creature so powerful no army on earth can stand against it. It’s in this castle right now, just waiting for someone brave enough to take it. Even the fabled Gorrhen yn Garr will quake in his knees.”
Luc pressed his lips together. “Who do you think hired us in the first place?”
Lord Marcius scowled. “I will pay you double whatever he promised you.”
“If your sources were sound, you would have learned I can’t be bought. We of the Blackwood Mercenaries honour our contract, even to our last breath.”
All humour and patience left Lord Marcius’s expression. “On pain of death, eh?”
Luc slowly nodded.
He made a gesture and turned around. “Then die,” he said under his breath. He walked away.
The beast emerged from the shadows and began to stalk Luc.




Chapter Eight
The camp was in disarray by the time Noach led them to it. Anira hung back as Roena strode ahead to meet Hana. She caught the words attacked in the middle of the night and Luc was taken, probably dead. Roena started swearing and fell to her knees. Hana’s eyes drifted to Anira.
She walked up to her, subdued.
“It’s a downright fucking mess,” Hana said. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised to see you here.”
“He can’t be dead,” Anira replied. “We’re talking about a man called Lucky here. You really think this is how his story ends? A man like that…”
Hana glanced at the sky. “He thought it did.”
“Don’t give up on him until you know for sure! He wouldn’t give up on any of you.”
Roena heard them and turned around. “You know him.” She composed herself. “Who the hell is this bitch, Hana?”
Hana gave Anira a look before taking a deep breath. She faced Roena. “Anira here was with us in the fighting pits in Sandigan. She was with a group of soldiers who were attempting to seize the creature like we were.”
“You lied to me,” Roena said.
Anira hardly flinched. “You would, too. But I’m not your enemy.”
“Not yet.”
Anira gestured at Noach. “He knows where the ka-eng are. If the creature took Luc, he would have taken them there. It’s all connected. Because if he was going to die, they would have killed him already. That thing had no problems taking care of the soldiers.”
Roena mulled over her words with practiced ease. Eventually, she decided she had it correct—or at least will consider it because there were no other options. “Take us to them.”
“All of you?”
“Me and her first,” Roena said. “The others can watch from a distance and follow when it’s safe.” She glanced at Anira. “You wouldn’t be opposed, if you’re truly a friend.”
“Luc risked his life for me more than once in those pits,” she replied. “My father taught me to pay my debts, and I’m here now.”
Roena didn’t look like she was convinced. But she said nothing and let Noach take the lead.
They reached the edge of a castle, straight out of a storybook. Anira could see battlements wrapping around the side of a mountain. The only way in was a drawbridge would pass right across the other end of a cliff. It was still a few hours before dawn and the structure cut an imposing figure against the dark sky. The place couldn’t have looked more ominous if it tried.
“They built this to protect themselves from you?” Roena asked, casting a glance at the kusyan in his leather armour and rusty sword.
“We were formidable once,” Noach said. “I know that’s hard to believe.” He brought out a length of rope with a three-pronged hook attached to the edge. He spun it. “Tell me when you’re ready.”
Roena crossed her arms. “We’re not—”
Before anything else could leave her lips, Noach sent the hook flying to the edge of the battlements. He wedged the iron into the edge of the wall in one try and looked pretty pleased with himself. “When you’ve spent a lifetime climbing mountains…” he began.
“I’m not climbing that,” Roena declared.
“It’s perfectly safe, mistress. Here, we’ll tie the rope around your waist so if you slip you won’t fall.”
“And if it slips from the top?”
Noach grinned. “You want to wait longer? It’s pretty quiet now. You might lose your chance.”
Anira grabbed the rope from him. He looked at her with an almost amused expression as he tied it around her waist.
“You really want to save Luc that badly?” Roena asked, a hint of sarcasm in her tone.
For an answer, Anira wrapped the rest of the rope around her arms and then made a running leap, legs extended.
She could feel her body vibrate as her boots struck the cliff edge. Sucking in her breath, trying to ignore how much further the ground looked now that she was hovering over it, she slowly climbed up. The castle stone was at least straight all the way through, unlike the cliff back in Sandigan, and she had the rope. She just had to ignore the burning in her palms and wrists as she crawled up. A second later, she saw a second rope strike the battlements to the far side. Roena landed slightly below Anira and began to follow her up.
She reached the edge of the wall in no time. The knots around her waist were now too tight to unravel, and she cut through the rope with a dagger instead. Then she walked to Roena’s rope and reached down to grab her as she neared the top. Roena’s hand clasped hers as she hauled her onto flat ground.
Roena glared. “That hook wasn’t digging into the stone properly. I don’t know why you gave your trust so easily.” She glanced down. “Thank you, I suppose.”
“I wouldn’t want to see a mother to fall,” Anira replied.
Roena gave a grim smile. “Not like my son will ever know me, anyway.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Why? It’s a good thing.” She straightened herself and turned around. The kusyani were nowhere in sight.
“It doesn’t look like they’re going to follow us,” Anira said.
Roena pursed her lips. “Did they look like they were? Their confidence in our abilities is astounding.” She paused. “You, though. Why are you so brazen? You’ve got no skin in this game.”
“I told you. I have a debt to repay.”
Roena placed a hand on her shoulder. “No one risks their life to repay a debt. Tell me the truth. You’re here for something else, aren’t you?” Her eyes grew hard.
Anira didn’t move.
“Tell me the truth!”
They heard someone clapping from the top of the closest guard-tower.
Anira drew her sword and turned; the lithe form of a woman stood there, her robes flapping in the wind. She drew down her cloak and Anira could suddenly see her features in the moonlight. “Sapphire.”
The mage bowed.
“To think you’ve both gone so far just for the sake of a few louts,” Sapphire said. “That kind of loyalty is admirable. And then to have an argument about it just before you go rushing into enemy territory—”
“I’d rather stab her here than have her stab me in the back,” Roena said.
“I don’t want to stab anyone.” Anira swallowed. “A debt was the wrong word to use. Luc…was very important to me in Sandigan. Perhaps he still is. We haven’t spoken since I lost my brother and perhaps I don’t want to leave it there.”
“You were lovers,” Roena said blankly.
Anira hesitated, but that was all she needed.
“Well,” Roena continued. “How about that?”
Anira didn’t respond. She just tried to think about what Galtan would feel in her place.
“You could do this all night,” Sapphire interjected. “Though I would suggest there’s a time and place for this sort of talk. If you’d rather make yourselves useful, you can come with me instead.”
“Aren’t you working with the enemy?” Anira asked.
She climbed down the tower without saying anything. Anira tensed up before following her. After a moment, Roena started walking behind them. Together, they strode down the battlements.
“You’d think this place would be guarded more,” Anira said.
“And you’d be right,” Sapphire said. “But the ka-eng are busy, you see.”
They reached the edge of the eastern wall, overlooking the courtyard. Anira felt her senses blur and a sudden force, like a thundering gale, made her drop to her knees. She forced herself along the stone railing, forced her eyes to focus.
A creature was sitting in the middle of the courtyard. It looked like a dragon at first glance. But a second look was all it took to confirm that it wasn’t. Its scales were dark and jagged, except the tip, which was blurred, as if the creature wasn’t as distinct and solid as its shape made it out to be. Its mouth looked like rows of fangs, of knives: teeth not even designed for feeding but killing. In the middle of its face sat a single, rolling eye, one that for all how deranged it made the creature look, seemed to be full of human intelligence.
The ka-eng were all gathered around it. They were all silent, like statues. Like a flock of birds awaiting to feed on a carcass.
The creature flapped its wings and gnashed its teeth as it strained on the multiple chains that kept it attached to the ground. The chains were glowing blue, with runes that ran all along every link.
“Why is that thing out?” Anira finally said. “I thought it’s supposed to be dangerous.”
“Hence the spells,” Sapphire replied. A trickle of sweat dotted her brow, which she dabbed away with her sleeve. “The ka-eng may no longer be able to make connections to the agan but they’re quite adept in their knowledge. All I had to do was follow their instructions and… it doesn’t matter. The ka-eng are here to use the creature for themselves. They won’t be void of magic for long. Once they drain the creature of its essence, they’ll regain a semblance of what they once were. A touch of the magic that had once been their lifeblood. They’ll have their magic back and the creature will be dead and all of this can finally end.”
“They can’t do that,” Roena broke in.
Sapphire looked amused. “Oh?”
“We need that thing,” she said. “You don’t know what Yn Garr will do to us if we don’t. We signed a contract, and we intend to carry it to fruition.”
Anira said nothing, but her mind was racing along the same thought. Warlord Yeshin wouldn’t take I couldn’t for an answer.
“We can’t let this happen,” Roena repeated.
“What do you intend to do, Lady Blackwood?” Sapphire asked. “To wade in there right now would mean death.”
They heard chanting, coming from the courtyard. Anira saw a group of ka-eng leave the rest to form a circle around the creature, their hands intertwined and forming a chain. She recognized Lord Nhak and Lady Asandre, and some of the other ka-eng nobility. Still holding hands, their chants deepened. The creature opened its mouth and gnashed its fangs, but they seemed unperturbed.
A blue glow surrounded them both, like a haze during a storm.
“Our time of suffering is at an end,” Lady Asandre called. “The fall of our city granted us a boon—a chance for a new beginning. At long last, after centuries—”
“Why are you helping them?” Roena asked, turning to Sapphire. “I thought you wanted this creature for yourself. They told me you escaped with it north.”
“The ka-eng caught me,” Sapphire said, shrugging. “I had to give them something.”
“But the creature—”
“Needed to be destroyed, anyway.” Sapphire pointed. “How doesn’t matter anymore. I showed you this to tell you to stop. You do not need to interfere any further. The ka-eng will feed and this madness will finally be over.”
“And us?” Roena blurted out. “Those of us whose lives relied on the safe delivery of this thing to our client?”
“You can’t offer a bit of sacrifice for the greater good?” Sapphire asked.
Roena spat. “Please. What has the greater good ever done for us?” She lifted her sword, and before Sapphire or Anira could say anything, she charged the closest ka-eng.
Everything seemed to slow down as Anira watched Roena vault down, stabbing the closest ka-eng in the gut. She grabbed it by the head, cutting it off in one quick strike.
The other ka-eng turned around.
“The ritual cannot be interrupted!” Lady Asandre roared. “Stop her at once!”
Anira took one deep breath before she waded in.
She didn’t know why she thought she could defeat so many ka-eng. But their number was only part of the story. Something about them struck her as almost pathetic. They were in robes, drenched in morning dew, crowded around a hideous creature hoping to use it to regain their mortality. Why? Because they had lost it? Given it up themselves? She didn’t have a sliver of pity for them. These were the same, unfeeling creatures who had pitted them against each other, the same ones who had killed her brother. They could rot in hell for all she cared.
She stabbed and struck, her back to Roena. Blue and black liquid gushed down their arms. The ka-eng backed away from them, seemingly unwilling to risk their lives now that they had the chance to regain it at last. They managed to cut through the first two rows before the rest decided this was enough.
“Leave them!” Lord Nhak growled. “Let the ritual begin! When we have our magic back, we can take care of them!” He bared his teeth and leaped right into the beast’s neck.
There was a quick crunch as the beast wrapped its jaws around Lord Nhak’s body. The single eye pulsed as it bit down, sending Lord Nhak’s insides spurting around its jaws. But his mad rush did the trick; the other ka-eng now jumped on the creature from all sides, too many for it to get rid of. Multiple snapping teeth closed in on the soft flesh between its scales. It folded under the weight of so many bodies.
Lady Asandre was part of the first feeding wave. She got up, her mouth full of black liquid. She wiped it and then turned back to Anira and Roena. Her eyes flashed blue.
“It’s done!” she laughed. “At last!”
She lifted her hands. Sparks of blue erupted in her hands as she floated straight for Anira and Roena. The first rush of fire struck Anira first and she smashed right into the wall. She felt Lady Asandre’s icy hand on her forehead.
“This rush,” Asandre said, her eyes dancing. “I haven’t felt this in centuries! Centuries! Do you know what it feels like to have lived for so long as a shell of what you used to be? No, you wouldn’t. You humans’ lives are so pathetically short!”
She allowed energy to pulse through her fingers. Anira tried to strike out as she felt the searing pain explode in her skin.
Asandre flung her aside with the strength of three grown men. Anira fell to the ground.
Roena vaulted over her, sword in hand. She backed away, sending sparks shooting out of her fingertips as they battled.
Anira pushed herself up and started looking around for Sapphire. She was nowhere in sight. From the corner of her eyes, she saw more ka-eng piling on the creature, each of them eager for a mouthful of its agan-rich blood.
She turned to charge Lady Asandre, who was still grappling with Roena. Asandre did a half-turn, a bolt of fire shooting out of her palm. Anira dodged. The magic had given the woman not just strength, but speed now, too. Not in all the months in the arena had she met a warrior that matched her sudden burst of ability. She finally grabbed Roena by the arm, yanking her sword out of her grasp before sending her spinning halfway across the courtyard.
The ground shook. Anira glanced down and saw cracks forming on the ground underneath. Some of the ka-eng fell through.
A creature crawled out of the largest cracks. The same one that had attacked them on the bridge.
“You’re fighting me, remember?” Asandre called. “Come and face my wrath, farmer’s daughter! Against the mighty warriors of Sandigan, you are inconsequential!”
She realized too late that the light in Asandre’s hands had turned into a pointed thing. The light shard went straight for straight for Anira.
Realizing there was no way she could avoid it, she ran right into it while holding her sword away from her body. It struck her on the shoulder at the same time as her blade went into Lady Asandre’s heart. The ka-eng’s eyes widened in disbelief. Hot blood drenched Anira’s shirt as she twisted the blade. It felt good. The farmer’s daughter, killing the immortal. Every day was a chance to rewrite the script. Even the inconsequential could win.
In another breath, Roena was beside them, and her own sword lopping Asandre’s her head clean off her shoulders. A spark of light followed the spray of blue blood.
As both of them pulled away, Anira got the sense this was exactly how the bitch intended to go.




Chapter Nine
Luc leaped up the broken pieces of stone to find himself in a courtyard of chaos. In one corner, ka-eng were hunched over a dark figure that was ripping them apart one by one. In the other, the beast was dashing towards two figures. He recognized Roena first, because she was right under a shaft of moonlight. And then the other…
He thought his heart had stopped. Anira. Anira was there somehow. Why was she there? Had she followed him?
He sprinted for the beast’s pulsing tail like an idiot who had yet to learn when enough was enough. His senses were telling him he ought to run the other way. He’d escaped its clutches just minutes ago, when he’d led it through a merry chase through the dungeons underneath the castle. The darkness stunted its movements. Out here under the sky in the faint light, it seemed faster. Stronger. The thought that he’d led it straight into the women gave him a fool’s courage. He would have jumped off a cliff if it would save them.
“Hey!” he screamed at the beast. “You missed me! Back here, you ugly son of a bitch!”
He’d learned it responded to insults as if it was human. It turned to him, roaring as it swung its tail like a ball on a chain. It took down a pillar in its path as it crawled after him. Luc followed the long way around the cracked courtyard, heading up to the first ledge he could see—a slope formed along the broken walls of the battlement. His hands were shaking. He’d been up all night.
“Here!” he called again.
And then he smelled smoke.
Luc was so disoriented that for a moment, he thought the creature’s venom had set the grass on fire. But it was still there, crawling up the rubble to get to him. And then he heard screaming.
He turned his head to the distance. The ka-eng were in flames.
Up above, on top of one tower, he saw a figure that could only be Lord Marcius lobbing vials at them. The vials exploded upon contact, sending a spray of broken glass and fire which seemed to multiply right on impact. Some of the ka-eng fell immediately, burnt to a crisp before they could even utter their death’s scream. The rest tried to make a run for it—all the way into the one-eyed dragon’s jaws.
Eventually, the dragon emerged, unscathed, surrounded by the broken, burnt bodies of the ka-eng.
“Imagine,” Lord Marcius said from his tower, one arm draped listlessly over the railing. “To be so close to your heart’s desire, only to have it ripped away from you.”
“You’re outnumbered, Lord Marcius!” Luc called.
He gave a small grin. “Am I?”
He snapped his fingers.
The manticore scampered halfway up the tower. Its face opened and closed, as if it was panting.
“A marvellous creature, isn’t he?” Lord Marcius asked. “Even without magic themselves, the ka-eng have found the most downright fascinating…and obscene…means of entertaining themselves. Splicing creatures, for instance. Look at this magnificent thing. Part manticore, several parts human, part servant…poor Pentras. He’s so much more useful like this. I hated to waste him, but his life force was needed for the other corpses to set.”
“You’re a vile waste of air!” a woman called from the other end of the battlements.
Luc recognized Sapphire. She stepped out from the shadows, a staff in her hands. It was burning blue. “The ka-eng’s laboratories have retained a brush of the agan, even when its owners no longer did,” she continued, addressing Luc and the others. “Lord Marcius here availed himself of the facilities. Captured beasts, dead bodies…”
“The ka-eng loved my contributions,” Lord Marcius said. “Which is more than I can say for yours. Not that you ever really intended to work with them, did you, dear Sapphire? You clearly had other motives.”
“Like you don’t?” Sapphire asked.
“I changed mine when I realized the sort of opportunity the ka-eng have under their noses.” He pointed at the dragon. It was struggling against its magical chains. “Were you really just going to let them kill it just so they can get their vanity back?”
“That abomination needs to die,” Sapphire said. “That’s all I care about. Whatever the means, whatever the method, it needs to die!”
“Well, I care about other things,” Lord Marcius said. He clapped his hands once.
The castle doors opened. Three men appeared, dragging a carriage behind them. It was the creature’s cage. Luc recognized the servants from Sandigan—at least one of whom was Anira’s self-appointed attendant.
“I told you,” he continued, casting a quick glance at Luc. “I’m generous when you give me a reason to. These men are proof. Isn’t that right, gentlemen?”
The men all saluted before they opened the cage. The agan-runes etched across its surface glowed.
“Now,” Marcius said, his voice growing serious. He looked down on the manticore. “Fetch my prize.”
The manticore roared and grabbed the dragon’s chains, breaking them at the base. It dragged the other creature across the courtyard. The dragon flapped its wings and flipped itself as it tried to strike at the manticore. But the ka-eng’s attacks had left it weak and its muscles seemed capable of nothing more than flopping about. The manticore struck it across the chest with its tail, sending it straight back into the box.
The servants clamped it shut. The dragon struck the bars, rattling the cage. It held.
Lord Marcius wiped his hands together.
“Simple,” he said with a furtive grin. “So simple. And yet that thing will recover. With this, and all the things I can yet create in Sandigan…I can have the west bending to my will in no time. All of you who have witnessed this—I’m going to ask you again. Join me. I’m not here to make enemies. Or else you can join the ka-eng in their death’s embrace. One word from me and I can have it dancing on your companions’ corpses. These women’s deaths won’t be on me then. It will be on yours.”
“Don’t listen to the asshole,” Roena said. “Kill him!”
Luc glanced at the courtyard. He couldn’t reach Lord Marcius without crossing the manticore’s path.
“All right,” Luc finally said.
“Luc—” Roena called.
“I said all right.” He turned to her, turned to them both. He didn’t know which woman he was supposed to look at—he only knew he wanted it all over with because he couldn’t imagine any harm befalling either of them. “It’s over, Roena. That servant of his—I can’t defeat it. Neither can any of you.”
“Wise man,” Lord Marcius said. “Here’s your chance to prove you’re serious.” He pointed at Sapphire. “Kill her.”
Luc took a deep breath before he began climbing up the battlements. Every step felt heavy. He didn’t know what he was going to do once he reached her. He was just going through the motions.
“An interesting turn of events,” Sapphire said, as soon as he got to the top. “You are a mercenary after all. Bought men, bought honour. You really should increase your rates—this is rather pathetic.” She didn’t look afraid, and her voice had the calmness of someone who didn’t quite believe Luc was capable of cold-blooded murder.
“You got me,” he whispered.
She pushed her spectacles higher up her nose. “I can easily turn this the other way,” she replied. “Out of everyone here, I’m the only one capable of magic. Work for me, and we can defeat both him and his creature. I’m not here on my own accord. I can get the resources. Name the price, and you’ll get paid.”
“Why don’t you beg him for your life instead? If he’ll let us work for him, he’ll let you do it, too.”
“You hear that, Lord Marcius?” Sapphire called.
“You don’t know who that is, do you?” Lord Marcius said. “Sapphire Orsalian is descended from a line of Dageian mages sworn to defend the continent against magical aberrations such as the ones you see before you. You do not trust a scorpion like that! You do not let her into our midst, because eventually, she’ll turn you over to her mage friends!”
“He’s right,” Sapphire said, shrugging. “I am here for one thing, and one thing alone.”
“I’m tired of fighting,” Luc said.
“Really,” she drawled. “What do you think he’s got planned for you? Tea and crumpets?”
He ran his fingers through his hair before he turned his eyes back to the courtyard. “I just can’t let him hurt them,” he said, his voice so low only Sapphire could hear. “Help me.”
“You will always find yourself in these situations so as long as you allow yourself to be inconvenienced by your values,” Sapphire said. “Do you want a story?”
“Kill the bitch!” Lord Marcius said. “She’s trying to draw this out!”
She ignored him. “A long time ago, Sandigan helped the Dageians, and were punished by their elders. Their rage and boredom forced them to create ways to entertain themselves—the Feastday Crusade battles, for instance.” She held a finger up. “At least, this is what they’ve led themselves to believe. They forgot. It wasn’t the elders who took their magic. It was the Dageians.”
Luc felt his skin crawl. From the corner of his eyes, he could still see the ka-eng bodies splayed out under the grey light. Dawn was fast approaching, and he could see every charred detail—the guts splayed across the grass, the twisted faces. It made him sick.
“Old news,” Lord Marcius said. “You’re boring us with such mundane details. Does it matter if their elders did this, or they did?”
“The stories we tell ourselves matter,” Sapphire continued, barely offering Lord Marcius a glance. “The ka-eng twisted their history, making themselves believe it was their own who wrought such punishment. But think about it. Why would their elders seek such cruelty? They all mourned the children lost to the betrayers—more pain was not the answer. No. It was the Dageians. They built those tunnels. They leeched the ka-eng of the agan, harnessing it for their own purposes. It was ever their way, and this was no different. The Dageians made the Feastday Crusades, too. Is that surprising? The competition, with its twisted rules, is Dageian at its core. The first few years, it was ka-eng themselves who fought in it, repeatedly until it whittled their population down to the few hundred you saw in Sandigan.
“The Dageians soon grew tired of their plaything and left. The ka-eng did not. They knew nothing else, by then, and picked up the tools of their masters as easily as a child picks up rocks to throw into the sea. It is the worst thing the enemy can do—to hurt you so much that one day, without even knowing it, you become like them. You become them.”
“Such a long, twisted metaphor for something the boy clearly lacks the brainpower to absorb,” Marcius said listlessly. “She’s as Dageian as her stories!”
“I’m not,” Sapphire said. Her black hair glinted under the fading moonlight. “I’m just someone trying to right the wrongs of the past.”
“Arrogant, pathetic bitch!” Marcius roared. “Kill her now so we can get on the road. Stab her in the heart!”
Luc stared at his sword.
“Fuck this,” he whispered, letting it fall to the ground.
“If you’re not with me, then you’re against me.” Marcius gestured at the manticore. “Kill them all!”
The beast didn’t move, either.
Sapphire made a small sound in her throat. “Do you like that story?” she asked. Luc realized she was talking to the beast. She leaned over the battlements. “I told it for your benefit. You, who used to be human, must recognize yourself in it.”
“Human?” Lord Marcius jeered. “Pentras wasn’t human. He was a half-wit I picked up because I needed to train someone to wipe my shit. Isn’t that right?”
The creature’s brow furrowed.
“It’s not just Pentras inside it, though, is it?” Sapphire asked. “Tell me. You’re in there too, aren’t you, Sugatt?”
There was a silence so loud you could hear a pin drop. The manticore seemed to be beset with emotion.
“No,” Anira broke in.
“Yes,” Sapphire said. “You must have seen it, too.”
“What did you do to my brother?” she whispered.
“You should thank me!” Lord Marcius snapped. “He was such a good fighter and I couldn’t help myself from adding his corpse to the mix. And as for you, beast, I thought I gave you an order. Kill them now! Kill them all!”
For an answer, the manticore made a running leap up to the tower and swallowed him whole.




Chapter Ten
Anira could think of one thing worse than watching the brother you thought had died be spliced with a hideous, mindless beast.
It was realizing she was going to have to watch him die twice.
After the manticore had swallowed Lord Marcius, it did nothing but pace the courtyard, its tail flicking left and right as it screamed and screamed as if it was in pain. As if it was searching for something it couldn’t find. By then, Lord Marcius’s remaining men had fled, and they were all alone in the castle. Sapphire, watching them through half-lidded eyes, eventually said it was beyond help.
“That thing is no longer your brother,” she said. “He was already dead when Lord Marcius got his hands on him. What’s left there is…just a shadow. An echo. Bits of his brain matter with some of his memories floating around, melded with others. The kindest thing to do would be to put it out of its misery.”
“I can do it,” Luc said, flexing his fingers around Anira’s hand, which was still gripping her sword as if her life depended on it. She hadn’t really acknowledged him since he’d emerged behind that creature and she wasn’t sure how to do it now in front of Roena. She stared at him, wanting the comfort of his arms around her while distinctly aware that things had changed. She could see Roena in the corner, observing them, her arms crossed. Luc had once told her they used to be in a relationship. Did she love him still? Did he? She said she had a son—was it theirs? Anira didn’t want to be in the way of that. She just wanted to bury her brother and go home.
“I’ll do it,” Anira said, drawing away from him. “He’s my brother. He deserves…that much, at least.” She got up and walked towards the manticore.
“Be careful,” Luc called, his voice croaking. She ignored how it made her feel.
The manticore roared as she approached. It was muted, not even a fraction of the vehemence it was capable of an hour ago. It knew who she was, what she used to be to Sugatt.
She stared into its face. Even though it was clearly a corpse’s face, mingled with another’s and stretched tight across a body not meant for it, Sugatt’s features were achingly clear. She thought she could even see his characteristic scowl.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m sorry he did this to you. I’m sorry I couldn’t be…more.”
It gave a sound halfway between a snarl and a croon. Her insides tightened. She carefully lifted her hand to touch it.
Luc shot up with a start. “Anira, don’t!”
She ignored him. Her fingers brushed over the creature’s cheek. It closed its eyes and rumbled softly.
“I’m sorry,” she said again. “I love you, too. Go into the light, my brother.”
She stabbed it in the heart. It died almost immediately.
They gathered the corpses and burned them all, at Sapphire’s insistence. For a woman normally so sombre, she seemed quite superstitious.
“We don’t quite know where ka-eng go when they die,” she said. “For all you know, they linger longer than dead humans. I’d rather not take the chance. Those vengeful streaks could very well extend into the grave.”
But Anira, watching the flames blaze throughout the whole morning, thought that the ka-eng might appreciate a bit of rest, the way she wished her brother would. That messy, broken world couldn’t be all there is. She threw her sword along with the flames before kneeling to give her prayers. Once the pyres had dropped to a steady blaze, she gathered some of Sugatt’s ashes to take home. For the next hour or two, no one came to disturb her.
At the end, she got up and saw Luc waiting for her. He looked pensive, and not as openly warm as he had been in Sandigan.
“We have to go soon,” he said. “I’m worried about the others, and I’m sure you could use a bit of food in you. We don’t have any and the ka-eng seemed to have neglected that in their luggage on the way up here. Hana was right. They were nothing but bloody vampires.”
He finally took a deep breath and scratched the back of his head.
“That’s your Roena Blackwood,” Anira said, finally getting a word in. “The woman you loved.”
“That she is,” he said with a sigh.
They stared at each other for a heartbeat. She wondered if he was waiting for her to ask him to stay. A part of her wished he would do it first. But she realized neither of them were going to do that.
“You have your life,” she whispered. “And I have mine.”
“I know.” He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. After a moment, he took her hand. He squeezed her fingers. His warmth filled her with a painful ache.
She nodded over to the distance. “You’re not thinking about what this makes her feel, are you?”
“I am. But I am also thinking about what it makes you feel if I don’t at least show you I care.”
“I know you do.” Anira carefully removed his hand. “But I think you and Roena have much to talk about, in the meantime. As for myself…well. I still need to bring a bit of Sugatt’s ashes home to my parents. I need to take care of his soldiers’ families, too. Not everything is under our control, but nothing stops us from helping one another to get through the day. I learned that in the arena with you. And maybe that’s enough.”
“What will you tell Warlord Yeshin?”
Anira didn’t answer him. She didn’t think there was a need to. They left an hour later, all four of them and the carriage. It was slow going, with all of them taking turns pulling the cage without really talking about what they were going to do with it once they got out of that wilderness. The kusyani met them on the road, supplied them with horses, and brought the rest of the Marauders down from the camp to reunite with them. They spent another tentative night in that forest, under the shadow of the trees. After dinner, Anira stole quietly by herself to sit near the fire. She heard movement and saw Luc standing nearby, as if he was debating joining her.
Before either of them could speak, Roena appeared.
“I need to talk to you,” she said, her eyes on Luc.
“I’ll leave you two alone—” Anira began.
Roena held up a hand. “You stay. You know this already.” She swallowed. “I didn’t return to Lionstown because I found out I was pregnant.”
Luc’s eyes widened. He opened his mouth.
“It’s not yours,” Roena quickly amended. “It…it was Draigar’s. But I only found out after the boy was born. I spent the better part of the year pregnant and unsure.”
Luc slowly sat down. “You should have told me,” he croaked.
“Maybe,” Roena replied. “But knowing you, you would have been way over your head in excitement at the thought it could have been yours. And when you find out it’s not—”
“I wouldn’t have cared.”
“Yes, you would. And most importantly, Draigar would, too. I wasn’t going to start a war between you two. Besides, I needed to know what I felt over it. Over him. Over you. You always knew I didn’t want a family or be tied to children, but that doesn’t mean I don’t care about you.” She hesitated, her eyes falling on Anira and then back over to Luc. “Maybe I made a mistake, keeping quiet. If I had asked you to wait without question, you would have, wouldn’t you?”
“Roena—”
“Never mind,” she said. “It’s too late, either way.”
“I’m going home, Roena,” Anira broke in. “If you’re worried about me, don’t be. I’ll be out of your hair soon enough.”
“But how long are you going to be in his?” Roena gave a soft sigh. “Don’t argue, Luc. I know you too well. The way you look at her is the way you once looked at me. Maybe it’s not my place to talk about this anymore, but…I need this out in the open. I won’t spend my days trapped in this awkwardness. What will it be, Luc? Tell me what you need me to do to fix this.”
He ran his fingers over his head and was silent for a good long moment. Eventually, he glanced at the sky. “I think you already answered your own question, Roena.”
He spoke like a man trying to dig out a thorn from his palm; every second was painful, even as it was followed by relief.
Pain flashed in Roena’s eyes, but she quickly pushed it away. This was a woman used to nipping her feelings in the bud.
“Good,” she replied. “Apt, really. At least you can’t blame me for this anymore.” She turned around.
Anira watched her retreat to the safety of the shadows, where no one could judge however she dealt with her emotions. “I’m sorry, Luc.”
He shook his head with a smile. “In hindsight, lucky is not the word that comes to mind when I think of what has brought me this far. When I think of the both of you, I need something better. Blessed—that’s the word. I’ve been blessed to know you, to have had the chance to know love in a world full of bitterness and hate and death. I wish circumstances were different and things a lot clearer, but I can no longer discount the gods’ hand in all of this. Beautiful things, amid all this bullshit, can only be deliberate. It would be too much coincidence, otherwise.”
She got up to sat next to him. After a moment’s hesitation, she kissed him on the cheek. “Blessed,” she repeated. “I will remember that, Luc. Thank you.”
She stole the carriage the next morning, before anyone else woke up.
Anira made it all the way past the broken bridge before she saw Sapphire waiting for her on the road. The mage stepped out of the bushes with a sigh that seemed to rattle her bones from within.
“You had the same idea I did, only you woke up earlier,” Sapphire said calmly, placing her staff in the ground.
Anira steeled herself. “I’d rather not fight you, Sapphire, but if I have to—”
She waved. “You made the decision for both of us. I have no desire to fight, either, and I dare not be alone with that thing. I’ve seen what it can do and I am perhaps not as courageous as you are.”
Anira sensed something behind her words, which trembled slightly and was delivered in a timbre unlike Sapphire’s usual flat tones. “You’ve seen this thing before the ka-eng took it,” she ventured.
Sapphire shrugged. “I may have lost someone dear to me because of it, too.” She kept her jaw tight, visibly forcing herself to stop saying anymore. And yet she wanted to.
“A sibling?” Anira ventured.
Something inside Sapphire seemed to unclasp. She slowly nodded. “My sister,” she whispered under her breath. She suddenly looked relieved.
“Oh,” Anira whispered. “I’m sorry.”
She shrugged. Her demeanour made it all clear that her relationship with her dead sibling wasn’t half as conflicted as Anira’s had been with Sugatt. Anira wondered if that made it hurt more. “I was really hoping the ka-eng’s ceremony would have been enough to take care of it. Sadly, I’m mistaken. That thing is more powerful than I feared it would be. Humour me, then. Where do you plan to take it?”
“My brother is dead and the warlord’s wrath may yet extend to my parents and sisters and their families,” Anira said. “One death is enough. More would be…unimaginable. If I bring home this dragon, the warlord may be content and leave us be.”
Sapphire nodded solemnly. “What makes you think it will all stop when you hand this key over to a man hell-bent on power? Because that is the only reason anyone would want such a creature: power. Lord Marcius was only a taste. Do you imagine the chaos and destruction that creature would unleash in the right hands? You saw the madness it drove Marcius to. Imagine it by the hundreds, the thousands.”
“That madness was his own doing.”
“Perhaps. Do you mean to tell me your warlords are not as susceptible? Power is a dangerous, dangerous thing, and even the thought of it is enough to corrupt the strongest of men. Is your warlord that sort of man? Can he stand in the face of doom and embrace it? Somehow, I don’t think so. I have yet to see someone who knows how to wield power responsibly. Even if he could, the others around him won’t let him. The world rewards the unjust and the cruel—it is up to the rest of us to put a stop to it where we can. And you can, at this very instant. You can end this now, Lady Anira aron dar Orenar.”
There was a long pause. Anira felt her insides straining. Sapphire’s words filled her with doubt. “How?” she asked.
Sapphire hesitated.
“I can’t kill it,” Anira continued. “We’ve seen a few immortal mages subject it to a ritual that should have killed it and they failed. That tells me you can’t kill it, either. You’d be more sure of yourself if you knew how to. It feels like you’re practically begging me to take it away.”
Sapphire gave a small nod. “You may be correct in that. And yet I feel it is my responsibility to warn you that delivering that thing to Jin-Sayeng can only mean chaos. It is not what your people think it is.”
“If I leave it here, Luc’s soldiers will find it and take it to the Kag, where their client awaits,” Anira said. “Another powerful man, waiting to sink his claws into a weapon. And if somehow they don’t, others will, in time. I can only make the decision that guarantees my family’s safety—I don’t have a seer’s insight to peer farther into the future.” She swallowed. “Warlord Yeshin would have more safeguards than Lord Marcius did. I will do what I can to make sure he knows the danger lying within. But I don’t have the means to stop him or others from seeking more, not when my life and the lives of those I care for are the spokes on which the wheel was made. You must have no one in your life you care for, Sapphire, that you don’t know how hard this is for me.”
“I don’t anymore,” Sapphire said.
“I still do. So please, I’m begging you. Step out of the way.”
“And if I don’t?”
She picked up the whip and urged the horses into a full gallop. Sapphire looked like she was going to get run over for a moment before she jumped out of the way.
“You know this doesn’t end here!” she called to Anira.
But for Anira, it felt like it did.
The journey back to Jin-Sayeng was uneventful. She crossed the borders and met up with Oren-yaro soldiers right at the guard tower, where she learned Yenaten was recuperating in her mother’s hall. There, Captain Talsang arrived, his expression subdued. He probably wasn’t too happy she was the one riding back home unscathed.
“You’ve been spotted by patrols five days from here,” he said, after a half-hearted salute. “Come. We’ve been waiting for you.”
“We?” she asked.
He said nothing, but she got her answer when she saw the covered pavilion in the distance, surrounded by armoured soldiers carrying the banner of the Orenar. She got off the carriage. Talsang reached for the reins and she jerked them upwards for a second.
“It’s not just a dragon,” she said.
Talsang looked at her in confusion.
“It’s got magic. It will play around with your mind, compel you to act in ways you didn’t expect. Don’t give in to your feelings. Say them out loud, and you may have a chance.”
“Stop it with your mind games and go see the warlord,” Talsang replied.
“I’m serious. That beast—”
“Talk about magic again, and I’ll be forced to make a report.” He ripped the reins from her grasp.
She pushed the anger down and followed an attendant up the path. Near the entrance to the camp, a man in elaborate silk clothing approached with the arrogance of an overlooked noble. Unlike Talsang, he wasn’t even trying to hide his annoyance at the sight of her.
“You, bitch!” he roared. “You got my father killed, didn’t you? Admit it! I’ve been waiting to torch your fields for your crime! You—”
“Stand down, Lord Tashigo,” a deep voice called from behind the tent.
Lord General Kassho’s bastard bit his lip. Anira made a fist.
“You and your cowardly brother were there to protect him,” Tashigo continued in a near-whisper. “You should have done so. Your failure can’t go unpunished!”
She punched him on the face. He staggered back. None of the soldiers interfered. This was a clan matter, a family matter. Tashigo made a startled sound as he spat blood on the ground. She’d broken his nose with one swing.
She heard a quick clap and looked up to see Warlord Yeshin standing near the entrance to his pavilion. He looked…amused.
She remembered her manners and took his hand in her own bruised one. She pressed it on her forehead.
“Heral’s daughter, eh,” Yeshin said, patting her head like she was a hound who’d come slinking back to her kennel. “I’ve been told both Lord General Kassho and that brother of yours are dead. You defied the very fates that saw them to their graves. Blood shows through in the most surprising ways.”
“My Lord Uncle—”
His eyes sharpened. She was deliberate in her choice of words.
She bowed, keeping her head low, her eyes averted. “I am here to request a full pardon for all the remaining members of Officer Sugatt aron dar Orenar’s crew. My brother’s actions set them on their path; my own doomed them to a lifetime of servitude. Neither them nor their families deserve this.”
“They didn’t bring this fate upon themselves, but deserve is such a careless word. Some of these people could be thieves. Murderers. They’re the lowest of the low.”
“To hastily judge people for a crime they have not yet committed is even lower,” Anira said. “Let them go, my Lord Uncle. Grant them their last few months’ wages so they may return to their families in peace.”
“I cannot just let such men go free. Not after what they’ve been involved in, what they’ve seen. It is not how we do things around here.”
Her jaw flickered. “You can. You will. I will vouch for them. Send them to work my father’s fields. Then all of Oren-yaro and Jin-Sayeng will see you for a generous man who gives people the chance to work for their bread honestly. Or do you want everyone to think you a tyrant, incapable of mercy, my lord?”
Yeshin smiled. Something about her honesty, uttered with utmost respect, seemed to entertain him.
“We Oren-yaro are not sycophants,” he said, at length. “I will grant your request. You will hold yourself responsible for their actions from here on out. I will not have them turn to banditry because they think we are being lenient. Set them to work, grant them pay out of your pocket.”
“Thank you, my lord.” She took a deep breath.
Yeshin read the expression in her eyes and gave a thin smile. “What else?”
“Your conscripts. The young men and women you picked up from their villages to train for the gods know what. Release them, too.”
Yeshin laughed.
She waited until he’d regained his composure. “Your army cannot be given the illusion of power if you’re snatching children from their mother’s breasts,” Anira continued. “Give people the chance to refuse, my lord. Let those who want to return home do so. I’m sure many won’t. Your army might be better than starving to death. But give them one last chance to turn back, Lord Uncle. Don’t make them fight to the death if they don’t have to. Please.”
He stared back at her with the faintest of smiles. “You drive a hard bargain, girl,” he said under his breath. “What happened to you out there?”
Anira swallowed. “I learned that victory is hollow if you cannot share it with anyone. I would like to do a good thing in my brother’s memory.”
“I suppose this means you don’t want a reward for yourself.”
“I would just like to go home, my lord, and light a candle for my brother. I want to see my mother and father. I want to sleep in my own bed without worrying about what will take me in the night.”
“Don’t we all?” He sniffed. “We’ll be making our way to Oren-yaro immediately. Surely you will want to be around when we reveal the dragon to our people. Share in the honour of its capture.”
“With all due respect, my lord, I’d prefer to be nowhere near that thing at all.” Anira lifted her head now so she could look Warlord Yeshin in the eye. “I’ve been tasked to warn you that thing is dangerous. It’s not the sort of beast you let loose among your people—especially those who cannot protect themselves.”
“We’ve dealt with dragons before.”
She could see the warlord’s eyes glazing over as he spoke. Sapphire, she thought, was probably right. The man wouldn’t take no for an answer. “It’s not a dragon, my Lord Uncle. It doesn’t require food or water, only human souls. It has magic. Even now, I don’t think you can open its cage without people who can undo the spells. I suggest you keep this a secret until you know for sure what you’re dealing with. Take it straight to the keep, away from the common folk. Keep it under tight security.”
Yeshin frowned. But the man who would have seen her brother rip in half for his insolence seemed to see sense in her words.
“I suppose a bit of precaution would not be unwarranted,” he said. “You may go home, with my blessings. I will see to it that all your requests be granted immediately.”
“Thank you, my lord.”
Yeshin paused. “I’m sorry for your loss. Kassho and your brother were good men.” He cracked a smile. “But neither, it seems, were as good as you.”
Anira found herself home on the fifth day.
The extra time she took because she had to find the perfect urn for Sugatt. In the end, she picked a plain cedar box from a craftsman in Shirrokaru. She asked him to carve a single sentence under his name: courage against all odds. Seeing the words finally broke the dam. She sobbed right in the shop, stopping only because the woodworkers became concerned and fetched her tea and snacks.
“He must be a good man, this brother of yours,” the owner said before she left, and she thought, he tried to be.
When her parents saw her riding back with the cedar box in her arms, they went down to embrace her. They must have already received the news. Anira had been hoping to break it to them herself, but felt a wave of relief that she didn’t have to find the perfect words after all. Their eyes were filled with tears: sorrow for their son’s passing, joy for their daughter’s return.
“He died to save my life,” she choked out. She knew it didn’t make up for the pain, but she could tell it was of a balm. Nothing in life was ever truly fair, except…
“My dear,” her mother whispered later on, when they’d settled in, had dinner, and said all they needed to say. Her eyes fell on Anira’s chest. “Did you find a man while you were out there?”
Anira’s face flushed. “That’s a strange question, Mother.”
“It isn’t.” Her mother pressed her hands together. “When did you last have your moon’s blood?”
She’d figured the last few weeks had put her under enough pressure to have chased it away altogether. “I haven’t thought about it…” she began.
“We should go to a healer,” Balima whispered. “My dear, I think you’re with child.”




Epilogue
“What will we do now?” Hana asked, when the city of Lionstown came within view of the ship.
Luc, who had his arms crossed the whole time, switched them around. “We’re going to take our families and everyone we love and flee. Yn Garr’s reach goes far, but he can’t be everywhere at once. Surely there’s a place out there somewhere that he can’t infiltrate.”
“Your woman in Jin-Sayeng…” Hana began. “You can talk to her. You know where she lives.”
“No.”
“She owes us!” Hana snapped. “The bitch left us for dead. Surely she can’t begrudge your sorry head a bit of shelter!”
“She’s in the same boat, Hana, and you would have done the same in her place.”
“I only wish I could blame you for this and you know what? I’m pretty sure I can.”
“We’d be dead without Anira.”
“We wouldn’t be here at all without her. We’d have taken the thing and be done with this months ago!”
“With all the people chasing after it?” Luc asked. “Even I’m not that naïve, Hana. The ka-eng would have still captured us, and we would have probably been torn apart in our first battle. You would have. You were asleep, remember?”
“If I wasn’t so fond of you, I’d throw you overboard,” she huffed.
“So you admit it. You are fond of me.”
“I’m not running,” Roena broke in.
Luc turned towards her. “This isn’t the time to play your usual stubborn self.”
“Believe whatever you want,” Roena said. “I know this isn’t a game. But I, compared to the rest of you, do not need to run.” She pushed herself against the railing. “What is Yn Garr going to do? Kill Draigar and the boy? My father? Stir the ire of the entire Hafed nobility? He wouldn’t lift a finger against me. His business is too intertwined with ours.”
“That protection doesn’t extend to us,” Hana said. “We’re dirt. You Hafed nobles would never protect dirt.”
“No,” Roena agreed.
“At least you’re honest enough to admit it.”
“I’ll buy you off,” she said, turning to Luc. “Draigar owes me my share from the divorce and I’m sure my father will cough up if I press on him just the right way. I think that’s what you wanted this whole time, anyway. With that coin, you can take the children and go anywhere you want. You can pay everyone off with the money, too. Leave Yn Garr up to me. I’ll have the old man wrapped around my finger in no time.”
Luc stared at her.
“Not that way,” she snapped.
“Because the way you said it—” Hana began.
Roena sighed. “I,” she said, “will try to soothe his temper. He’s a businessman—he wouldn’t want to waste something if it can still prove useful to him. I intend to strike him a deal he can’t refuse. The Jinsein warlords took the beast, but it can be returned to us. He just needs to give me the proper resources—not the talentless rabble he sent after it. As Luc has pointed out enough times, I’m the only person in this group talented enough to pull this off.”
“That’s not exactly what I—” Luc managed.
“I’ll talk to him. I’ll protect you all, even that little shit Treda who by the way still owes me a hundred ril from that wager last year. Just remember to thank me a year from now when your heads are all still very much screwed on to your bodies.”
“He could have us stabbed to death instead,” Hana mused.
“You don’t have to do this at all,” Luc said. “I won’t have you put your life at risk for the rest of us.”
“Uh—” Hana broke in, raising her hand. “I don’t mind if she does.”
“I want to do it.” Roena grew sombre. “It’s about time I put my money where my mouth is. I can be a leader and protect you the way you tried to protect us this whole time. I can’t just put it all on your shoulders, Luc. I made that mistake before and I won’t do it again. You’ve got enough on your plate. It’s about time I stop talking about what everyone else is supposed to be doing and start stepping up myself.”
“Thank you,” he whispered.
She grew serious. “Only because it’s you. Everyone else can go burn in hell for all I care.”
“Why did I ever miss you?” Hana asked.
“Because you can’t live without me,” Roena sniffed. “Admit it. You’re a mess without Blackwood.”




The War of the Wolves
“You received another summons from Warlord Yeshin,” Heral said. “Are you never going to answer them, child? You know you can only test his patience so much. Rumour has it he means to give you a seat in his council.”
“Hush,” Balima said. “You’re going to wake the twins up.”
Heral stopped near the doorway, his wrinkled face breaking into a smile. “Ah, those two? They’ll sleep through a hurricane, just like their old grandfather.”
Anira shook her head. “I hardly think so, Papa.”
“I mean, young Anora here,” he continued, setting his cane down so he could pick the girl baby out from the crib. “Look at that face. Doesn’t she look exactly like me?”
“Heavens forbid!” Balima replied, making a sign. “Save poor Nor from such a fate! Do you know how many deities I thanked that none of your daughters inherited your ears?”
Nor began to cry. Anira shuffled over to pluck her from her father’s doting arms.
“Now, Suga here,” Heral continued, peering down on the boy baby. “Suga takes after his mother. Look at that scowl! Just look at it. Isn’t it the most adorable scowl ever?”
Anira stared at him.
“Away with you!” Balima said, prodding him with a broom. “You’re senile. Go, do your exercises. You too, Anira. A month after childbirth is the perfect time to get rid of that belly.”
She removed Baby Nor from Anira’s grasp and rocked her back and forth until the infant calmed down enough for her to return to the crib. Nor immediately flopped to the left so she could lean against her twin brother, her face hidden in the crook of his shoulder.
“Well?” Balima asked. “Outside, now!”
They stepped out into the yard. The sun felt warm, the air felt fresh. Last year’s memories had faded into nothing—deep wounds that had turned into scars. Anira didn’t think they would ever go away, but…
Heral pressed the summons into her hands. She stared at the warlord’s seal before carefully tearing the unopened letter in half.
“I don’t want it,” she said. “I don’t need it.”
“You can’t be happy here forever,” Heral reminded her.
“Mmm,” Anira said. “But servitude is not the only way I can do something with my life. When the twins are older, I’m thinking of taking Tenten up on her offer to travel west, to the Kag. I’d like to see…where their father grew up. See more of the world.”
“And maybe see him again?”
“Maybe,” she replied. “The possibilities are endless. You don’t have to worry about me, Papa. I will go. Sugatt’s men have been a big help around the farm. It’s a load off my mind. And you did tell me not to worry about leaving the twins with you.”
He smiled. “They’ll keep me young and spry, and you know I would never let any harm befall them.”
They suddenly saw smoke in the sky, coming from the direction of the city. Galtan came riding down from the farms. “Lord Heral!” he screamed. “My lord!”
“What’s the matter?” Heral asked.
He crashed through the gate, sweating even more than his horse. “The city…” He took a deep breath and pointed. “The city…something’s happened to the city. The temple and granaries are on fire. They said Warlord Yeshin has blocked people from entering the keep.”
“Do you know what’s going on?” Heral asked.
Galtan shook his head.
“Anira?” Heral turned to her.
She had no need to guess. It was the dragon. It had to be. She knew Warlord Yeshin must have set it loose inside the keep. Sapphire had warned her. Power is a dangerous thing.
Heral read into her silence. It was answer enough for him. He knows Yeshin. He knows the man has done something unforgiveable.
“Papa,” Anira whispered. “Can we open shelter anyone who needs it? People need to evacuate the city, and we have enough food and lodging for more than a few. Not everyone, but we can help some.”
“Of course,” Heral said. “Yes. Galtan, give her whatever she needs.”
Galtan bowed.
“I’m going to ride down to help,” Anira said.
Heral took her hands and kissed them. “Take care of yourself,” he replied. He didn’t try to stop her.
She saddled her horse and took off like a warrior at the break of dawn.




Author’s Note
Reviews help drive sales. Every single one could mean an opportunity for new readers to discover my work and give me a chance to continue this career and feed my family.
If you enjoyed this book, please leave a review and rating on Amazon! You have my utmost gratitude.




What Comes Next?
Read more about Warlord Yeshin’s Legacy in The Wolf of Oren-yaro, out now from Orbit Books!
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